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ABSTRACT
Taylor, Christina Marie. Alaya Preschool: A Culture of Care and Meaningful Work in
Contemplative Early Childhood Education. Published Doctor of Education
dissertation, University of Northern Colorado, May 2018.

The purpose of this ethnographic case study was to describe the culture of an
early childhood educational preschool setting which was philosophically grounded in
contemplative education and traditions — the Alaya Preschool at Naropa University in
Boulder, Colorado. While much has been written about early education and
contemplative education as separate topics, the current study fills a scholarship gap in the
literature about contemplative early childhood education. Data were collected using the
Mosaic Approach, and included shoulder-to-shoulder and walk-around methods for
interviewing. Data types consisted of the observation of classroom and school activities;
semi-structured face-to-face-interviews and informal interviews with adults and children;
and the collection of artifacts, including paintings, drawings, photographs, and poetry
generated by the researcher and participants, as well as school documents and audio
recordings. Multimodal data analysis included inductive analysis and coding; the
compilation of paintings and drawings; and research poetry. Both narrative and art forms
generated with participatory tools were used for reporting. Findings about the culture and
lived experiences of the learning community included contemplative practices of adults
(staff meditation), children (practicing stones, sand trays, and Kalapa Ikebana), and the
iii

collective practice of holding and opening space. In addition, the learning community
described their personal and professional cultural identities, as individuals and a
collective, and spoke to the key Principles of Practice which served as their guide —
a foundational belief in Basic Goodness, which cradled expressions of Genuine
Relationships and Kindness. These findings were interpreted and discussed within the
contexts of embodied presence, care theory, and the theory of work and human evolution.
This research has the potential to inform early childhood educators, teacher educators,
and contemplative practitioners.
Key words: care theory, contemplative education, contemplative practices, early
childhood education, embodied presence, ethnographic case study, qualitative, teacher
education, theory of work and human evolution, transformative education

iv

DEDICATION
This work honors my dearest Edith
and the thousands of times we tossed “Tomorrow!”
over our shoulders
after yet another day of lives well-lived at
Open Door School.

v

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
My dissertation is in your hands because of the generosity of Alaya Preschool’s
learning community. This journey was shepherded by the embodied presence of staff and
families who offered abundant wisdom and care, which made the research experience all
the more meaningful. I truly thank them, each and every one, for holding the space for
this investigation to unfold.

vi

TABLE OF CONTENTS
CHAPTER
I. INTRODUCTION………………………………………………………
The Adjacent Possible……………………………………………….
Background, Statement of the Problem, and Rationale…………
Purpose and Significance………………………………………..
Research Question………………………………………………
Overview of the Theoretical Framework and Methodology…….
Researcher Stance: Axiology, Biases, and Assumptions………..
Transferability…………………………………………………...
Summary.............................................................................................

1
1
3
6
6
7
7
10
11

II. A REVIEW OF LITERATURE...............................................................
Introduction………………………………………………………….
Early Childhood Education………………………………………….
Overview of Western Early Childhood Education……………...
United States and Colorado to Present………………………….
Colorado at Present……………………………………………...
Contemplative Perspectives in Education…………………………...
Overview………………………………………………………...
Naropa University……………………………………………….
Alaya Preschool…………………………………………………
Contemplative Early Childhood Education…………………………
Summary…………………………………………………………….

12
12
14
14
19
25
26
27
29
35
38
41

III. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY………………………
Introduction………………………………………………………….
Qualitative Paradigm………………………………………………..
Theoretical Framework of Constructivism: Ontology,
Epistemology, and Methodology……………………………
Qualitative, Constructivist Inquiry………………………………
Ethnographic Case Study as a Type of Qualitative Inquiry……..
Study Design………………………………………………………...
Alaya Preschool and the Garudas……………………………….
Sample Selection………………………………………………...
Data Collection………………………………………………….
Data Analysis……………………………………………………

43
43
44

vii

44
47
49
53
53
62
65
78

Summary……………………………………………………….........
Study Overview…………………………………………………
Field Issues………………………………………………………
Analysis, Interpretation, and Discussion………………………..

85
85
87
91

IV. FINDINGS………………………………………………………………
A Portrait of the Garuda Classroom…………………………………
The Learning Environment of the Garudas……………………..
Early Childhood Education Theory in Practice………………...
Contemplative Practices in the Classroom……………………..
Summary………………………………………………………..
Learning Community’s Identity Portrait…………………………….
Contemplative Identity Poetry………………………………….
Personal Contemplative Practices of Staff and Parents………...
Definitions of Contemplative Education……………………….
Success for the Children at Alaya………………………………
Hopes for the Children at Alaya………………………………..
Summary………………………………………………………..
Learning Community’s Cultural Descriptions of Alaya Preschool…
A Familial Community of Kindness…………………………….
Contemplative Culture Poetry…………………………………...
Contemplative Culture Paintings………………………………..
Resonant Principles of Practice………………………………….
Summary………………………………………………………...
Themes………………………………………………………………
Basic Goodness………………………………………………….
Genuine Relationships…………………………………………..
Kindness…………………………………………………………
Reflections…………………………………………………………..
Summary…………………………………………………………….
A One Act Check-In………………………………………………...

93
94
95
97
103
115
115
119
120
123
126
128
131
131
131
135
136
138
142
143
143
148
152
156
158
158

V. FRAMING THE FINDINGS:
BEING, FEELING, AND TOUCHING………………………………...
Introduction………………………………………………………….
Being………………………………………………………………...
Embodied Presence……………………………………………...
Feeling……………………………………………………………….
Care Theory……………………………………………………..
Touching…………………………………………………………….
Theory of Work and Human Evolution…………………………
Alaya: A Tapestry of Being, Feeling, and Touching………………..
What Has Alaya Left in Its Wake?.....................................................
Inclusivity……………………………………………………….
Social-Emotional Intelligence…………………………………..

161
161
164
164
166
166
168
168
169
172
173
174

viii

Resilience………………………………………………………..
Deep Breathing, Bells, and Blessings…………………………...
The Long View………………………………………………….
Recommendations…………………………………………………...
In Closing……………………………………………………………

174
175
176
178
180

REFERENCES……………………………………………………………………

182

APPENDIX
A.
Definitions of Terms…………………………………………………….
B.
Site Permission…………………………………………………………..
C.
Name Permission………………………………………………………..
D.
Interview Protocol for Staff……………………………………………..
E.
Interview Protocol for Parents…………………………………………..
F.
Institutional Review Board Approval…………………………………...
G.
Adult Consent Form……………………………………………………..
H.
Adult for Child Consent Form…………………………………………..
I.
Child Assent Form………………………………………………………
J.
Song Permission…………………………………………………………
K.
Poetry Permission……………………………………………………….
L.
Reflection Prompt……………………………………………………….

213
215
217
219
221
223
225
229
233
235
237
239

ix

LIST OF TABLES
Table
Criteria for Strong Qualitative, Ethnographic, and Case Study Research …
The General Daily Schedule of the Garudas…….………………………….
Demographics of Staff Participants Who Held Formal Interviews………....
Demographics of Parent Participants Who Held Formal Interviews...……...
Age of the Child Participants in the Garuda Room ………………………...
Research Interview Types …………………………………………………..
Sample Interview Questions………………………………………………...
Data Collection Schedule and Activities……………………………………
Data Offerings……………………………………………………………...
Study Overview……………………………………………………………..
Contemplative Practices of Staff Participants Who Held Formal
Interviews……………………………………………………..……………..
12. Contemplative Practices of Garuda Families Reported by Parent
Participants Who Held Formal Interviews…………………………………..
13. Alaya Preschool: Principles of Practice……………………………………..
14. Reflections of the Staff at the Conclusion of Data Collection………………
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

x

52
58
63
64
64
67
70
76
77
86
121
122
140
157

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.

Garden Arrangement at Alaya Preschool………………………………...
Literature Map: Hierarchical Design …………………………………….
Buddhist Statue on the Playground at Alaya Preschool …………………
Buddhist Noble Eight-fold Path (Based on Storch, 2015, pp. 98-99)……
Buddhist Prayer Flags on the Playground at Alaya Preschool …………..
Deer at Alaya Preschool …………………….…………………………...
Statue in the Front Yard of Alaya Preschool…………………………….
Zen Buddhist Principles and Corresponding Qualitative Research
Principles (Janesick, 2015, p. 149)……………………………………….
Block Area in the Classroom for Four and Five Year Olds……………...
Chalkboard Drawing by a Child in the Classroom for Four and Five
Year Olds………………………………………………………………...
Painting by a Child in the Classroom for Four and Five Year Olds……..
Tiger, Snow Lion, Garuda, and Dragon Tapestry in the Garudas………..
Artistic Depiction of a Garuda on a Translucent Panel in the Garuda
Classroom…………………………………………………………...……
Data Analysis Coding Template (Creswell, 2007, p. 71)………………...
Mindfulness Reminder in the Garudas on the Staff Bulletin Board……..
The Garuda Classroom…………………………………………………...
Garuda Self-Identity Poem from 1998, Written with the Help of a
Teacher…………………………………………………………………...
The Garuda Playground………………………………………………….
A Serendipitous Rainbow Complements the Intentional Design of the
Jingle Stick Project in the Garudas…...………………………………….
The Puppet Stage in the Garudas………………………………………...
The Table in the Garudas………………………………………………...
Blue Bird and Crystal Bear………………………………………………
Singing Bowl……………………………………………………………..
Practicing Stones of the Garudas………………………………………...
Box for the Practicing Stones of the Garudas……………………………
A Collection of Practicing Interests of the Garudas……………………...
A Tea Time Table Centerpiece in the Garudas…………………………..
Photo Album of Ikebana Arrangements Made Weekly by the Garudas…
Ikebana Arrangement Made by a Garuda………………………………..
xi

1
13
26
34
35
35
38
49
56
56
56
57
59
79
87
93
94
100
100
101
101
101
104
105
105
107
108
111
112

30. Contemplative Education Descriptors Generated by Staff in Formal
Interviews………………………………………………………………...
31. Contemplative Education Descriptors Generated by Parents in Formal
Interviews………………………………………………………………...
32. Success for Children Descriptors Generated by Staff in Formal
Interviews………………………………………………………………...
33. Success for Children Descriptors Generated by Parents in Formal
Interviews………………………………………………………………
34. Hopes for Children Descriptors Generated by Staff in Formal
Interviews………………………………………………………………...
35. Hopes for Children Descriptors Generated by Parents in Formal
Interviews………………………………………………………………...
36. Parent Responses to Four First Thought, Best Thought Exercises
Conducted on the Parent Sign in/out Clipboard on Separate Occasions
During the First Month of the Study……………...……………………...
37. Principles of Practice as Part of a Shrine in the Garudas………………..
38. Alaya Preschool’s Principles of Practice Which Resonate With Staff and
Parents (n = 24)…………………………………………………………..
39. Tea Light Candles in Apples Await the Spiral Garden Solstice
Celebration……………………………………………………………….
40. Thoughts about Basic Goodness Generated by Staff and Parents in
Formal Interviews………………………………………………………..
41. Alaya’s Canine Companion Offers Comfort and Play to Children and
Adults Alike……………………………………………………………...
42. Thoughts about Genuine Relationships Generated by Staff and Parents
in Formal Interviews……………………………………………………..
43. Food for Thought About Kindness Posted on a Kitchen Cupboard in
Preparation for a Staff Meeting…………………………………………..
44. Thoughts about Kindness Generated by Staff and Parents in Formal
Interviews………………………………………………………………...
45. Findings Framework……………………………………………………..
46. Organismic Wisdom and Organismic Compassion (Miller, 2016,
p. 345)……………………………………………………………………
47. Noddings’ Care Theory: Caring Relation………………………………..
48. Noddings’ Care Theory: Components of Moral Education in the Care
Perspective……………………………………………………………….
49. Krahnke’s Theory of Work and Human Development (Krahnke,
1999)……………………………………………………………………..
50. Wisdom on the Front Lawn of Alaya Preschool…………………………
51. Found Poem About Alaya………………………………………………..

xii

124
125
127
128
129
130

134
138
141
143
147
148
151
152
155
163
165
166
167
169
180
181

LIST OF SOUND FILES
Sound File
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Good Morning Dear Earth……………………….……………………….…
Tiger, Snow Lion, Garuda and Dragon Return …………………………….
May the Story Take Us By the Hand ……….……………………………...
Garuda Self-identity Poem from 1998………………………………….…..
Earth Who Gives to Us...……………………………………………………
Staff Morning Meditation………..……………….…………………………
Singing Bowl ……………………………………………….........................
Original Musical Finale by a Garuda ………………………………………

xiii

1
57
93
95
102
104
161
181

LIST OF VIDEO/AUDIO ALBUMS
Video/Audio Album
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Movement Maps ……………………………………………………………
Sound Maps ………………………………………………………………...
Sand Trays ………………………………….................................................
Identity Poetry ……………………………………………………………....
Culture Poetry ………………………………………………………………
Culture Paintings by Staff…………………………………………………...
Culture Paintings by Parents ……………......................................................
Paintings by Children……………………………………………………….
Environmental Photographs by Staff about the Principles of Practice ……

xiv

96
96
109
120
136
137
137
138
142

1

CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
There are in our existence spots of time,
That with distinct pre-eminence retain
A renovating virtue…
Such moments
Are scattered everywhere, taking their date
From our first childhood.
-Wordsworth, The Complete Poetical Works
The Adjacent Possible

Figure 1, Garden Arrangement at Alaya Preschool.

Sound File 1, Good Morning Dear Earth.
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Organisms and ideas become increasingly complex through incremental and
tangential growth rather than magnificent leaps, a conceptual framework known as the
“adjacent possible” (Kauffman, 2014; Johnson, 2010). For most of us, our lives are long
successions of adjacent possibilities, wittingly or unwittingly pursued. Along the way we
meet people, places (see Figure 1), and ideas (see Sound File 1; Waldorf Online Library,
n.d.a) which change us to the degree that we never stick our toes in the same river twice.
Some of these experiences become spots in time, as described by Wordsworth as he
pondered his poetic roots during a mountainous retreat (Wordsworth & Morley, 1888,
p. 364-365). Memories of these transformative moments rise and soothe us during angstriddled times.
This dissertation is one such adjacent possibility, peppered with spots of time.
Later in life than most, I felt a call to return to school to study my first professional love,
early childhood education. When the opportunity presented itself I grabbed hold, in part
self-driven, in part because of the many folks who said I should, could, or would, for
whom I am grateful. Did I find my dissertation topic and site, or were they also adjacent
possibilities which found me long ago and have been lying in wait all along?
In retrospect I wonder about two things. Were two recent birthday pilgrimages for hiking
and meditation to the Great Stupa of Dharmakaya Which Liberates Upon Seeing
(Glowski, 2013) in Red Feather Lakes, Colorado which honors Chӧgyam Trungpa
Rinpoche purely coincidental? What inspired me to open my degree’s oral examination
with a warrior’s bow (Berliner, n.d.), taught to me by a former faculty member of Naropa
University who practiced it there?
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I taught in a non-traditional early childhood education learning community for
two decades and know the depth of care and learning which can happen off the beaten
path. So, my fundamental intention for my dissertation was to tell a meaningful,
beautiful, and original academic tale about a non-traditional early childhood education
setting. I also wanted to approach this project with humility and authenticity,
and planned to lean on my own contemplative practices for support and insight during the
research process.
I visited area schools as potential research settings and found amongst them a
treasure in my own backyard, a university laboratory school philosophically grounded in
contemplative education and traditions. The staff was eager to launch the project and
enthusiastic about the collaborative learning ahead of us. During my initial visit to the
preschool I joined the teachers in morning meditation before most of the children arrived.
At the close of the meditation, the school’s co-director rang a singing bowl and we all set
our intentions for the day. I realized at that moment that Dorothy Gale was right once
again, “There is no place like home” (Baum, 1900, p. 12).
Background, Statement of the
Problem, and Rationale
Our global home, however, can be a frightening place. Mr. Miaca (Jacobs, 1902)
and evil queens and witches lurk amongst us (Grimm, Grimm, Zipes, & Dezsö, 2014).
Mr. Roger’s (n.d.) calm advice to “look for the helpers” (p. 1) in times of crisis often falls
short as a salve for man’s inhumanity to man. As Eppert, Vokey, Nguyen, and Bai,
(2015) state, “By all accounts, today’s world is plagued with widespread violence and
violation, pervasive moral confusion and corruption, the normalization of greed, and the
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rapid, unprecedented and traumatizing global destruction of our natural environments”
(p. 275). Remarkably, once upon a time, the adults perpetuating this widespread
suffering were innately empathetic and compassionate children (Gopnik, 2009). How
different would our world be if we had cultivated their natural predispositions?
Much has been written about how contemplative practices shape our neurological
foundations (Josipovic & Baars, 2015) and benefit our social and emotional wellbeing
(Roeser & Eccles, 2015) including building capacity for compassion. Davidson et al.
(2012) suggest researchers investigate “the potential of contemplative practices for
enhancing the quality of American public education” (p. 150) in the United States.
Some existing studies about secular contemplative practices are indeed tied to education
(Eppert et al., 2015; Steel, 2014). The majority of this scholarship is about K-12
(Davidson et al., 2012; Schonert-Reichl & Roeser, 2016) and higher education (Zajonc,
2013; Khayankij, 2012). Often this scholarship presents secular contemplative practices
as interventions, not ways of life integral to a community (Poehlmann-Tynan et al. 2016).
Research which overlaps the broad fields of contemplative and early education for
children under the age of five is minimal in the literature (Roeser & Zelano, 2012;
Shapiro, et al., 2015).
Children are spiritual beings who embody empathy and compassion (Hart, 1999,
2004a; Hart & Ailoae, 2007). Compassion may be cultivated in many ways, including
simply living in the presence of those who model compassionate behavior, as do many
early educators. However, our current understanding of cognitive development and brain
architecture supports contemplative practices as an effective way to cultivate empathy,
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and therefore compassion (Davidson, et al., 2012; Lutz, Brefczynski-Lewis, Johnstone,
& Davidson, 2008). Mentions of specific early childhood education settings in which
contemplative practices are employed are scarce (Brown, 1998; Parks, 2016). I assume
that this reflects the rarity of such sites, which is a regrettable omission, given our
knowledge about early brain development. According to Phillips et al., (2017):
Neuroscientists have estimated that the brain grows at an astounding rate over the
first several years of life, reaching about 80 percent of its ultimate adult volume
by age three. During the first several years of life, about 700 new neural
connections are formed every second. This is a time when fundamental skills,
knowledge, and beliefs about the world are developed. (p. 3)
In addition, the study of brain architecture has shown us the regulation of emotion and the
capacity for empathy and compassion are rooted in our neural networks (Center on the
Developing Child at Harvard University, 2016; Wasserman & Zambo, 2013). Hence,
when we do not purposefully attend to the cultivation of compassion, it is likely we are
missing valuable opportunities to shape the wellbeing of our children and society as a
whole (Masterson & Kersey, 2013).
Therefore, the rationale for this research was that there is much to be learned by
studying a distinctive early learning community that was committed to contemplative
education and traditions – one rooted in the compassionate care of others (Alaya
Preschool, n.d.e). I thought this discussion would support and inform the work of
educators and caregivers as they shepherd young children in their search of such personal
wisdom, in that it would describe “transformative education in the face of contemporary
suffering” (Eppert et al., 2015, p. 278).
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Purpose and Significance
Accordingly, the purpose of this ethnographic case study was to explore the
culture of an early childhood educational preschool setting which was philosophically
grounded in contemplative education and traditions- Alaya Preschool at Naropa
University in Boulder, Colorado. The intention of the work was “to understand and
explain, to generate knowledge for the sake of knowledge” (Arneson, 2009, p. 72) which
would inform the practices of educators, caregivers, contemplative practitioners, and
inspire additional research. I hoped that this research would make a significant
contribution to the fields of early childhood education, contemplative education, and
teacher education in that it would fill a gap in the scholarship about the topic of
contemplative early childhood education.
Research Question
The single research question of this purely descriptive study was: What is the
culture of an early childhood education preschool setting which is philosophically
grounded in contemplative education and traditions? Purposefully broad, the
spaciousness of the question was intentionally harmonious with the contemplative nature
of both the topic and the planned inquiry. There was plenty of room within this
investigation to discover a theoretical framework which was valued by the learning
community and then to use that framework as a guide to explore their culture, unearthing
the knowledge these stakeholders used to generate social behavior (Spradley & McCurdy,
1988). My intention was not to tell the story of Alaya, but rather share a story about their
culture, using their collective voice, from their point of view (Spradley & McCurdy),
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with special attention to their classroom of four and five year old prekindergarten
children known as the “Garudas”.
Overview of the Theoretical Framework
and Methodology
Framed in the paradigm of interpretivism, I conducted a constructivist qualitative
study, specifically an ethnographic case study, to explore the research question.
I planned a contemplative inquiry which offered congruency between the study’s topic
and the study’s design. I employed multimodal data collection (observations, interviews,
and artifacts) and reporting (traditional narrative, art, and research poetry). Data
collection and reporting included audio recordings, drawings, paintings, poetry, and
photographs generated by me and the participants. Data analysis was inductive and
employed the constant comparative method. Alaya Preschool’s Principles of Practice
served as a theoretical framework for exploration, findings, and analysis. Ideas about
embodied presence (Miller, 2016), care theory (Noddings, 1984) and the theory of work
and human evolution (Krahnke, 1999) framed the findings for interpretation and
discussion. Definitions of terms for the study can be found in Appendix A.
Researcher Stance: Axiology,
Biases, and Assumptions
Axiology is the “philosophy of values” and its relevance to qualitative inquiry lies
in its “direct bearing on the ethical context of research” and the foundation that it
provides on which to make assumptions about the paradigm and the ways knowledge is
accumulated within it (Given, 2008). Arneson (2008) suggests that “values cannot be
avoided in conducting research” (p. 71) using an interpretivist approach, such as that of
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this study. Since my axiological beliefs are informed by my researcher biases and
assumptions about what is valuable and ethical, it was important to identify and “monitor
them in relation to the theoretical framework and in light of the researchers [my] own
interests, to make clear how they may be shaping the collection and interpretation of
data” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 16).
This researcher stance discloses some of my biases and assumptions, speaks to
how each might have influenced my work, and states how I addressed each challenge.
I begin with my biases about educational outcomes; continue with my assumptions about
the power of art, contemplative practices, and story; and close with my overarching
intentions for this work.
I have spent decades as an early childhood educator in a variety of roles inside
and outside the classroom. My innate characteristics coupled with years of living
amongst groups of children has led to me privilege experiential educational outcomes.
I hold particular early childhood education outcomes as personal values worthy of
attention throughout a life, the development of which happens to begin in a child’s
earliest years. In the words of Riley (1979):
Rooted in the experiences of early childhood are the values individuals will carve
for themselves in later years, their capacity to live according to these values, and
their attitudes toward themselves and the human community. Though children are
glued to the immediate, their lives circling the present, the way they learn and
grow points to what they will become. Today is tomorrow. (p. 93-94)
I hold the following beliefs about children and their tomorrows:


a strong character may enable a child to pursue a unique, responsible path,
exercising freedom but not license (Neill, 1960);
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life-long curiosity and wonder may drive a child’s journey in authentic directions
and enrich a child’s day to day existence, as well as foster dreams which offer
sustenance (Carson, & Pratt, 1965);



sound judgment may empower a child to make well-reasoned and compassionate
decisions for self and others (Noddings, 1984); and



a moral compass may guide a child in the care of people, places, and things
(Bergman, 2004; His Holiness the Dalai Lama, 1999).

I believe such outcomes result when children feel confirmed in educational settings,
their families, and in the greater community, and become more admirable as a result
(Noddings, 1984). It is my hope our children will thrive in this world due to an ethical
core which will ultimately be measured by a life well-lived. Since I privilege outcomes
of personal wisdom, I may be likely to see what I value and hope to observe. Therefore,
I was mindful to collect and report data authentically, lest my wish be the father to my
thought (Shakespeare, Johnson, Steevens, Clark, & Wright, 1865).
I believe that art and contemplative practices have the power to move us and that
power is rooted in our neural networks (Armstrong, 2013; Davidson et al., 2012; Starr,
2013). My undergraduate degree was in art and I have found solace in artistic endeavors
since I could first make marks on paper. Later in life I came upon contemplative
practices, which also have provided psychological and physical refuge and healing.
Given my positive experiences with artistic endeavors and contemplative practices, I tried
not to confound my own experiences with those of others which I observed. Similarly,
I have a tendency to find light in dark places, even when there is none, so I made an
effort to report what I saw rather than a better version of reality. Attention to both of
these biases were evidenced in accurate fieldwork and careful data analysis.
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Finally, I believe that fundamentally we are storied animals, another idea rooted
in neuroscience. Haven (2007) says that thousands of “years of human reliance on story
has evolutionarily rewired the human brain to be predisposed to think in story terms and
use story to create meaning and to makes sense of others’ actions” (p. 27). My overarching supposition that this ethnographic storytelling project was meaningful work was
rooted in this assumption.
My predominant intention was to conduct this research with integrity and honor
my axiological responsibility, as Arneson (2008) states, “to conduct ethical inquiry”
(p. 72). I paid particular attention to the ethical considerations of research with young
children and their families and remained sensitive to the unique characteristics of the
educational environment, as outlined in my ethical stance later in Chapter III. I behaved,
as Bowers (1996) recommends, “In short: act like a polite guest should do!” (p. 130).
I planned to tell this story with grace and an occasional good turn of phrase, and to make
a substantive contribution to academic scholarship which has aesthetic merit (Richardson
& St. Pierre, 2005).
Transferability
Overall, I believe ideas about worthy educational practices, such as respect for the
child evidenced in genuine relationships and compassionate care, are typically
transferable to other settings, regardless of the characteristics of learning communities,
constrictions of time or place, or a participant observer’s presence or interpretation of
experience. At the conclusion of this report I offer generalizations about the valuable
practices in contemplative early childhood education which I observed, taking care as
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Wolcott (2008) advises, to “distinguish between warranted ones and those put forward
ever so tentatively” (p. 99).
Summary
In this chapter I introduced the current study in general terms and, briefly
addressed the following: the background, problem, and rationale for the research; its
purpose and significance; the research question; an overview of the methodology of the
project; researcher assumptions and biases; and the transferability of the work at hand.
In the following chapter I present a review of the literature related to early childhood
education, contemplative education, and contemplative early childhood education.
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CHAPTER II
A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
As sentient beings we have wonderful backgrounds. These backgrounds may not
be particularly enlightened or peaceful or intelligent. Nevertheless, we have soil
good enough to cultivate; we can plant anything in it.
- Chӧgyam Trungpa Rinpoche, The Sanity We Are Born With
Introduction
The following hierarchical literature map (Hovater, as cited in Creswell, 2012,
p. 96) demonstrates the scope and organization of this literature review. I feel it is
important to review the history of Western early childhood education so the research
study will be situated within this context and readers will have resources to draw on when
I demonstrate connections to or new offerings from contemplative early childhood
education. The map, Figure 2, presents the research literature as gray boxes labeled with
the topical headings of the review. Significant sources of academic scholarship are
shown in italics. In addition, the chart includes the scholarship gap which will be filled
by the current research.
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Figure 2, Literature Map: Hierarchical Design.
Search strategies for this literature review, and the remainder of this work,
included consultations with experts and keyword and author database searches. Experts
shared recommendations about scholarship germane to the following topics: early and
contemplative education, research ethics, methodology, and research with young
children. I conducted keyword searches based on their suggestions and my own interests,
which included various combinations of the previously listed topical terms.
I explored databases including Education Index Retrospective; Education Source; ERIC;
Google Scholar; ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global; PsychINFO; PubMed
Central; SAGE Journals; and the Web of Science/Social Science Citation Index.
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I searched for particular authors who were known as leaders in their fields, those often
cited in the literature, and those whose work resonated with me. I employed forward and
backward reference searches based on foundational articles and current scholarship.
I became a collector of reference lists and bibliographies which I now hoard and cherish
like the gold that they are.
This chapter is organized by the following topics: early childhood education,
contemplative education, and contemplative early childhood education. The early
childhood education section begins with a brief, broad overview of historical and
philosophical influences in the field, after which the focus narrows to early education in
the United States and Colorado. The contemplative education section also begins with an
overview, which is followed by descriptions of the two contemplative education settings
which are central to this study, Naropa University and its early childhood laboratory
school, Alaya Preschool. An account of the scholarship found about the instances when
early and contemplative education overlap is next, along with the placement of the
proposed study in the context of academic scholarship. The review concludes with a
summary of the exploration.
Early Childhood Education
Overview of Western Early
Childhood Education
Early childhood education is widely defined as “a period of public and/or private
education for children ages birth through eight” (Morgan, 2007, p. 139), the definition
adopted for this study. The history of early childhood education and its people “provides
a ‘rootedness’ to our work” (p. 14) and reminds “us that it is worth working for the things
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we believe in” (Nutbrown and Clough, 2014, p. 15). A brief, non-exhaustive, accounting
of the historical timeline and influential figures and ideas in Western early childhood
education follows.
Ideas which shaped the field of Western early education and care as we know it
today were products of the historical and cultural contexts within which they were
created, including society’s views about children and childhood at that time (Corsaro,
1997; Heywood, 2001). Not all of the influential contributors were scholars, but all
shared cross-discipline philosophical, theoretical, and curricular ideas which shaped early
childhood education and care. According to Elkind (2016), “What they [progenitors] had
in common was an understanding of children. And that is what makes early childhood
education unique; it starts with the child and not the subject matter” (p. 4).
Early perspectives address education in a broad sense, or education and children,
but not formal early childhood education as it is known today. Braun and Edwards
(1972) remind us,
Historically, the need for formal education stems from two sources: one, to
preserve order in communities of men and to maintain a stable society and a
viable state; two, to help man to become more fully and completely attuned to
God, the possessor of greater personal fullness of being. (p. 4)
Keeping that in mind, these authors suggest we remember two points regarding the
education of the young child:


Today, as in the past, the basic socialization of the infant and little child in every
society is seen as the function of mother and family. (p. 5)



With the advent of an industrial, technologically complicated society, some of
what parents used to teach their children in the old traditional fashion of example
and shared work can no longer be taught, or taught well enough, for a long
enough time, to enough children. (p. 5)
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Braun and Edwards say “in a true sense, modern [Western] early childhood education is
itself a child of the industrial revolution” (p. 5) in that,
It was born of the need to create for small children a milieu in which life could
come to have meaning analogous to the meaning it had in an earlier time when the
child played around his mother’s feet in the kitchen or stumbled after his father
down the plowed furrows as he sowed seeds. (p. 5)
While the first early childhood programs served children of poverty (settlement house
kindergartens) or wealth, today’s public and private programs serve children and families
from all socio-economic levels (Braun & Edwards).
The foundations of early childhood education can be traced to the European
philosophical antecedents of Comenius (1592-1670) and Pestalozzi (1746-1827).
In Moravia, now the Czech Republic, Comenius (1657; Menck, 2014) introduced the idea
of parents as a child’s first teachers and advocated cooperative parenting of the mother
and the father in the home (Morgan, 2007), unusual ideas at the time, but now fully
embraced as important to child well-being (Center on the Developing Child at Harvard
University, 2016). Comenius (1658) also authored the first children’s picture book,
Orbis Sensualium Pictus (The Visible World in Pictures), a foundational document in the
lineage of developmentally appropriate materials which support a child’s understanding
of the world (Copple, Bredekamp, & National Association for the Education of Young
Children, 2009). In Switzerland, Pestalozzi (1898) based his philosophy of education
“on the premise that learning occurs most effectively in an emotionally secure
environment where knowledge is acquired by sensory perception” (Smith, 2014, p. 601).
Believing that children were intrinsically good, he applied theory to practice (Smith),
embedding the educational principles of “observation, [education of] the ‘whole’ person,
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and the sympathetic approach of teachers” (Nutbrown & Clough, 2014, p. 32) in his
work. These concepts are seen in today’s classrooms in reflective, holistic, and caring
experiential teaching and learning practices (Noddings, 2012).
The philosophical roots of early education are also grounded in the ideas of
Rousseau (1712-1778) and Owen (1771-1858). While in France, Rousseau (1762), wrote
about the interconnectedness of developmental psychology and the universality of
experiential education (Wilson, 1997), thus introducing “child study as a field of
knowledge” (Lascarides & Hinitz, 2000, p. 63). Rousseau spoke to the centrality of
“emotion…in life and for learning”, “the importance of the child’s internal motivation”,
“the unique viewpoint of the child; the modern practice of educating in accordance with
nature”, and “the child as a valuable person” (Van Crombrugge, 2004, p. 718).
Originally from Scotland, Owen (1817) also valued children as people and was a
proponent of “kindness, activity and cooperation” (Nutbrown & Clough, 2014, p. 25) in
the community-based schools he started worldwide. Such characteristics are now
considered fundamental to quality experiences in education (Moore, Bethell, Murphey,
Marttin, & Beltz, 2017), but were novel at the time (Lascarides & Hinitz, 2000).
The thinking of Comenius, Pestalozzi, Rousseau, and Owen regarding secure adult-child
relationships; developmentally appropriate practices, materials, and curriculum; and the
value of experiential learning, laid the groundwork for Fröebelian kindergartens.
In Germany, Fröebel (1782-1852) believed “the object of education is the
realization of a faithful, pure, inviolate, and hence holy life” (Fröebel & Hailmann, 1887,
p. 4). Ideas central to his philosophy were: “the unity of creation, respect for children as
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individuals, and the importance of play in children’s education” (Manning, 2005).
Fröebel developed a system of “gifts” (Prochner, 2011) and associated “occupations” for
young children to support “learning through play” (Manning, 2005, p. 373) so the child
could “unfold the rational self and control the irrational” (Lascarides & Hinitz, 2000,
p. 110).
The Fröebelian model of kindergarten migrated to the United States with the help
of Schurz (1832-1876), (Morgan 2007). Schurz (“Schurz,” 2007) introduced Peabody
(1804-1894) to this new concept of kindergarten in 1859, inspiring Peabody (Rappaport,
2015) to study with Fröebel as well. The first public school kindergartens opened in St.
Louis, Missouri in 1873, at the urging of Peabody and Blow (1843-1916), another
Fröebelian educator (Cantor, 2013).
Smith Hill (1868-1946), “sometimes referred to as a ‘mother’ of the American
kindergarten movement” (Crawford, 2017), was known for her progressive writings
about the art of teaching (Smith Hill, 1914). She encouraged educators to move from the
strict model of Fröebelian kindergarten towards the progressive and child-centered ideas
of Dewey (1859-1952) which echo Rousseau’s (1762) notions that growth is intrinsically
driven and experientially bound. Dewey’s educational philosophy is integral to
contemporary quality practices in early childhood education (Lascarides & Hinitz, 2000),
no matter the curriculum. Dewey (Dewey & Small, 1897) believed educating a child
meant:
To give him command of himself; it means to so train him that he will have the
full and ready use of all his capacities; that his eye and ear and hand may be tools
ready to command, that his judgment may be capable of grasping the conditions
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under which it has to work, and the executive forces be trained to act
economically and efficiently. (p. 6)
Dewey and his wife, Chipman Dewey (1858-1927), employed the same philosophy to
train teachers at the University of Chicago’s Laboratory School, which they founded in
1896 (Hall, 2005). The school is still in existence, an exemplar of education where
teachers and teacher educators model both philosophical and theoretical influences in
applied practice.
United States and Colorado
to Present
According to Hinitz (2009), early education and care practices have been shared
worldwide to the degree that service “for young children in most places draws at least in
part from non-indigenous sources” (p. 235). However, context such as a country or
state’s geographic and economic conditions, and the cultural, social, and political
characteristics of its population, strongly influences educational opportunities for young
children. Graham (1983) states, “Much of the account of Colorado’s experience parallels
that of the national [United States] scene” in that “early childhood education as a
dynamic philosophy [made] its impact on education in some eras, and at other times
[was] repressed by the nature of the times, or by conflicting issues in the field of
education” (p. 265).
Day nurseries, nursery schools, and kindergartens. During colonial times in
the United States, parents typically educated their young children within the family
(Farrell & DiBello, 2009), teaching them to read as well as how to contribute to the labor
of family living (Lascarides & Hinitz, 2000). This began to change in the early 1800’s
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when “women of means, with social, cultural, and political connections did much to
develop early childhood education and care in the United States and other countries, in
many cases sponsoring or founding kindergartens, nursery schools, or day nurseries”
(Hinitz, 2009, p. 235). Indeed, “some of Colorado’s first teachers of young children
came West with a sense of philanthropy as well as adventure” (Graham, 1983, p. 5).
In the early 1800’s large cities in the United States established infant schools to
offer charitable relief and care to the underprivileged, typically using a “play-based
method of teaching” (Farrell & DiBello, 2009, p. 269). Settlement house kindergartens
and nursery schools continued through the early 1900’s (Braun & Edwards, 1972) and
were considered “child-saving institutions” (Lascarides & Hinitz, 2000, p. 295) for the
poverty stricken. Philanthropic and private day nurseries which opened in Colorado
during this time include the Colorado Springs Day Nursery, the Pueblo Day Nursery,
and the George Washington Carver Day Nursery in Denver.
In 1860, Peabody opened the first private kindergarten in the United States in
Boston, Massachusetts. In 1873, Blow opened the first public kindergarten in St. Louis,
Missouri, and other states followed suit. From the mid-1800’s to 1900 private and public
kindergartens were primarily Fröebelian in nature, but by the turn of the century Deweyinspired teaching philosophy gradually replaced Fröebel’s as educators became interested
in the relationship between child development and curriculum and progressive pedagogy.
Several influential schools of note were opened in the United States from 1915
through the 1920s by pioneers in early childhood education. Three were in New York
City: McLin opened a nursery school for the Child Education Foundation; Smith Hill
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established the laboratory nursery school at Columbia Teachers College; Johnson opened
the City and Country School, later Bank Street School for Children. In addition, Eliot
founded the Ruggles Street Nursery School in Boston; and Baldwin directed the
preschool laboratory at the University of Iowa as part of the Iowa Child Welfare
Research Station, the first research institute in its field in the world.
At that time in Colorado, kindergartens were primarily in overcrowded city
schools, due to the state’s rapid population growth from 1910 to 1920 (Graham, 1983).
New public schools were built in the prosperous 1920’s at the taxpayers’ expense only to
be abandoned during the Great Depression due to low enrollment (Graham). Morgan
(2007) says the New Deal (1933-1938), “raised expectations among neighborhood
advocates for childcare and settlement expansion” and offered “vocational training” for
“teaching opportunities in expanded kindergartens” (p. xi), drawing potential staff from
relief rolls (Lascarides & Hinitz, 2000).
Lascarides & Hinitz (2000) say, “The economic depression of the 1930s created a
paradox. On one hand, the budgetary cutbacks severely affected every educational level,
with kindergartens hit the worst” and “on the other hand, the federal government entered
massively into early education through the creation of emergency nursery school
programs” (p. 396). Just prior to World War II, preschoolers had the opportunity to
attend early childhood education programs administered through the federal Works
Progress Administration, commonly referred to as the WPA. When child care needs
rapidly expanded during the war, the 1946 Lanham Act provided federal funds for
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emergency childcare so mothers could work outside of the home to support the war effort
(Braun & Edwards, 1972).
A postwar population influx to Colorado, increasing liberalism in the state, and a
new awareness of civil rights for minority children characterized the years of 1945-1960
(Graham, 1983). In order to accommodate high enrollments due to the Baby Boom,
preschool programs proliferated, additional kindergartens were added to public schools,
parent cooperative preschools were formed, and private child care centers were opened
and in some cases, franchised (Graham).
Significant national markers of the 1960’s include the Civil Rights Act of 1964;
the nation’s War on Poverty; and the 1965 implementation of Head Start and subsequent
program development of Migrant Head Start, Indian Head Start, and Even Start, all of
which supported child and family welfare and education. Colorado’s population was
diverse, and race relations in the context of education were strained due to the challenge
of integrating children from all kinds of families into the same classrooms (Donato,
2007).
The following several decades were marked by economically and politically
turbulent times. There were concerns about social equity and the cost and potential
impact of early intervention. The efforts of early care and early education within both
public and private organizations became increasingly entwined. Labor to increase
professionalism in the field was unrelenting. Cross-disciplinary research which informed
the field of early childhood education grew exponentially.
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Standards and accountability efforts to assess and evaluate the learning of
individual children and the curricula and effectiveness of early education systems
increased with the passage of time. In 1985, the National Association for the Education
of Young Children established the National Academy of Early Childhood Programs,
a voluntary accreditation for programs for young children. In the 1990’s and 2000’s
quality improvement and professional development information systems were developed
in states nationwide, including Colorado’s Qualistar (n.d.) and Colorado Shines (n.d.).
State and federal educational programs and mandates have significantly shaped
early education in the United States in recent decades. Charter schools and state-funded
preschool programs have emerged, including the Colorado Preschool Program (n.d.),
launched in 1988 and made permanent in 1992. The federal government’s No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001 pressured early childhood education practitioners to emphasize basic
academics which would later be assessed under the program. In 2013, Colorado was
awarded Race to the Top funds as part of the federal government’s efforts to expand
access to high-quality preschool.
Teacher education. Nursery school and kindergarten teacher training
opportunities emerged in the United States in the early 1900’s in independent centers,
normal schools, and teaching colleges (Morgan, 2007). At first, nursery schools and
kindergarten teachers learned by mentorship or by apprenticeship in existing sites
(Dombkowski, 2002), but once normal schools operationalized their own training centers
in the 1920’s, adult students learning to be teachers in early education used them for
study and practice (Lascarides & Hinitz, 2000). According to Lascarides and Hinitz,
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“Kindergarten teacher education moved from private training classes to normal schools
[akin to high schools at that time] to colleges through the hard work and determination of
many kindergarten advocates” and “states began to recognize early childhood education
as a distinct area of licensure and certification” (p. 283).
At the end of the sixties and in the early seventies Colorado expanded early
childhood education teacher training degree opportunities, including both two-year and
four-year degree programs, at the community college and university level; and in the
1970’s the Child Development Associate credential program was developed at the federal
level in conjunction with Project Head Start. Within institutions, teacher training
programs moved from home economics departments into schools of education and
laboratory schools and child care centers on university campuses continued to be used
teacher training and research sites (Morgan, 2007).
Professionalism. In 1924, Smith Hill was hired to establish a nursery school on
the campus of Columbia University at the Teachers College. As part of the process she
held a conference of experts in the emerging field and these authorities were the founders
of the National Association for Nursery Education (NANE) in 1926. The group changed
its name to the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) in
1964 and continues today with approximately 100,000 members. It is the largest early
care and education professional organization in the world, headquartered in Washington,
D.C. Colorado’s affiliate chapter is the Colorado Association for the Education of Young
Children (COAEYC) which “promotes high quality learning for all children, birth
through age 8, by connecting practice, policy, and research. We advance a diverse,
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dynamic early childhood profession and support all who care for, educate, and work on
behalf of young children” (n.d., p. 1).
Colorado at Present
In 2015 Colorado’s Early Childhood Leadership Commission (n.d.) led the
charge to update the 2008 Early Childhood Colorado Framework and hundreds of
Colorado stakeholders guided the process. The history of the Framework is described as
follows:
We know Colorado prospers when all children are valued, healthy and thriving.
Creating a shared vision and pathways for collaboration is key to building
successful early childhood systems and ultimately, a successful Colorado.
The Early Childhood Colorado Framework promotes a shared vision for
communities to better integrate and align efforts to ensure all children reach their
developmental potential and succeed in school and in life. Originally developed in
2008 as a resource guide for comprehensive early childhood systems work in
Colorado, the Framework has been used by state and local early childhood
stakeholders as a resource to help identify needs, guide planning and decision
making and build partnerships. Colorado’s innovative and bold leadership in
securing investments, increasing efficiencies and launching new initiatives for
early childhood inspired leaders to refresh this valuable tool. (Early Childhood
Colorado Framework, n.d.b)
The 2015 Framework is “embraced by the Early Childhood Leadership Commission,
foundations, state agencies, nonproﬁts and early childhood stakeholders across Colorado”
(Early Childhood Colorado Framework, n.d.c), a testament by many to a commitment of
the wellbeing of the state’s youngest citizens.
The Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Kids Count Project is charged with “providing
state legislators, public officials and child advocates with the reliable data, policy
recommendations and tools needed to advance sound policies that benefit children and
families” (Kids Count, n.d.a). According to Colorado’s 2017 Kids Count Profile (Kids
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Count, 2017a), Colorado’s overall state rank (out of 50, with one being the highest) for
child well-being is 22. This rank is based on the following four domains: economic
well-being (domain rank 16); education (domain rank 16); health (domain rank 43);
and family and community (domain rank 19). According to the most recent United States
census data as reported in the education domain, the average percentages of three and
four year old children enrolled in preschool were 47% in the United States during 20132015 (Kids Count, 2017a, p. 60), 50.7% in Colorado and 62.4 % in Boulder County, the
location of Alaya Preschool, during 2011-2015 (Kids Count, n.d.b). As Elkind (2016)
indicates, “Over the last half century [preschool] has become a downward extension of
schooling…and is now the first rung on the educational ladder” (p. 4), a rung with
educational integrity worth guarding.
Contemplative Perspectives in Education

Figure 3, Buddhist Statue on the Playground at Alaya Preschool.
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Overview
Like early childhood education, contemplative perspectives in education are
informed by history and philosophy. Contemplative thought is rooted in ancient Greece
and India, and grounded in philosophy born of ancient Eastern and Western faith and
wisdom traditions including Buddhism (see Figure 3), Hinduism, Christianity, Judaism,
Islam, and Sufism. Common to all of the traditions are practices designed to “interrupt
habitual thought routines and deepen awareness”, including meditation, yoga, prayer,
“radical questioning”, and “deep pondering” (Hart, 2004b, p. 29).
Stock (2006) says that integral to this approach is the idea that “education deal[s]
with the whole person” (p. 1761), which Zajonc (2013) considers a “true” education
(p. 9). Zajonc (2013) continues:
Education has as its high purpose the eradication of ignorance…our very
suffering is rooted in ignorance concerning ourselves and the true nature of our
world. Evil thrives on the delusions that derive from ignorance, and so if we are
able to achieve true learning, by the cultivation of complete attentiveness,
penetrative insight, and full comprehension, then evil and suffering will cease.
(p. 90)
Such contemplative inquiry encompasses contemplative practices, contemplative
pedagogies, and contemplative studies. Repetti (2010) offers useful distinctions between
the three as follows:


Contemplative practices are metacognitive exercises in which attention is focused
on any element of conscious experience (p. 8);



Contemplative pedagogies are philosophies of education that promote the use of
contemplative practices as valid modes not only of teaching and learning but of
knowledge construction and inquiry (p. 9); and
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Contemplative studies involve the pursuit of scholarly research about the
traditions, epistemology, mechanics, and scientific effectiveness of contemplative
practices (p. 10).
Morgan (2015) finds contemplative education difficult to define because it is an

“emerging holistic approach” which is “changing rapidly and developing across a wide
range of disciplines” (p. 210). Definitions for contemplative education abound, yet
simplicity will serve us well. According to Miller (2006), “mindfulness is
wholeheartedness. When we do something we enter into it completely” (p. 77) “bringing
awareness to acts that we do each moment” (p. 76). Steel (2014) adds, “When
mindfulness is applied to education, it becomes what today is called contemplative
education” (p. 250). This approach embraces contemplation as “a third way of knowing
that complements the rational and the sensory” (Hart, 2004b, p. 29). It matters not what
methods one uses to be mindful or contemplative, just one’s efforts to do so (Senge,
Scharmer, Jaworski, & Flowers, 2004) in that all practices “share in common a distinct
nonlinear consciousness that invites an inner opening of awareness” (Hart, 2004b, p. 29).
Shambhavanada (1998) advises one try to “quiet your mind and be as deeply open as you
can be. Then you might get an answer without asking a question” (p. 43).
According to Zajonc (2013), “The theory of education that underlies
contemplative pedagogy is one that presumes that the capacities of sustained voluntary
attention, emotional balance, insight, and compassion are able to be developed through
practice” (p. 88-89). While there is growing evidence in neuroscience that this is so
(Davidson et al., 2012; Lutz et al., 2008), debate remains as to whether contemplative
education and practices are “secular or religious” and whether they have “legitimacy in
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education” (Morgan, 2015, p. 211). Some families may deliberately choose not to
participate in such programs because they consider them in conflict with their faith-based
practices. Morgan however, is convinced of the inherent power contemplative practices
as a way “to navigate both the entry and exit of a passage back to wholeness” (p. 212).
Importantly, Hart (2004b) says, “the contemplative helps to return the transformative
power of wonder, intimacy, and presence in daily learning and daily living” (p. 43).
Naropa University
Morgan (2015) believes contemplative pedagogy has been ever present in
education, “suggesting that it is an essential part of how we learn” (p. 212).
She identifies the reemergence of contemplative education as waves, the second of which
was “the introduction of Buddhist and Hindu philosophy to the United States starting
with Chinese immigration and then solidified through the influence of the New Age and
the establishment of tertiary institutions established by Buddhist and Hindu scholars”
(p. 201). Storch (2015) describes Buddhist universities as “unique because, although
other Asian religions, such as Hinduism, Bahaism, Sikhism, Confucianism, and Daoism,
enjoy wide cultural-social support, none of the above has created an institution of higher
learning comparable to a Buddhist-based university” (p. viii). One such Buddhist-based
institution is the Naropa University in Boulder, Colorado, founded by Chӧgyam Trungpa
Rinpoche in 1974 as the Naropa Institute.
Chӧgyam Trungpa Rinpoche’s mother claimed “a higher being entered her body
with a flash of light” upon his conception (Storch, 2015, p. 45). Legend has it that
flowers bloomed in his snowy Tibetan village during February 1939, the month of his
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birth (Storch). As the reincarnation of the eleventh Trungpa, he was installed as a child
to a leadership position and, auspiciously, as his hair was “cut during the ceremony,
a blast of thunder roared and it began to rain; then a rainbow appeared” (Storch, p. 46).
He took his studies and leadership responsibilities seriously, completing many good
works, but was forced to leave Tibet because of persecution by the Chinese.
Trungpa studied in the United Kingdom and opened the first Tibetan monastery in
the Western hemisphere there in 1967. He officially denounced his monkhood, but upon
moving to the United States he began to establish Buddhist meditation and study centers
and organizations (Bell, 1998; Mukpo, 2006). Among them was the “incorporated
Nalanda Foundation- a non-sectarian and non-profit educational organization dedicated
to teaching Buddhist-inspired fields in psychology, general education, and art (this
foundation became the beginning of the Naropa Institute which later turned into the
Naropa University)” (Storch, 2015, p. 48-49). Webster (2012) details Naropa’s founding
by Chӧgyam Trungpa Rinpoche and beat poets Allen Ginsberg and Anne Waldman,
along with the institution’s formative years (1974-1987) in the context of public history
and the school’s relationship with Boulder.
Trungpa also founded Naropa’s Alaya Preschool and the widespread Shambhala
secular meditation program. He spent the end of his life in Canada establishing
additional organizations and died in 1987, the same year his reincarnation was identified
in Tibet, a boy named Chokyi Sengay (Storch, 2015, p. 49). His remains are interred in
the Great Stupa of Dharmakaya Which Liberates Upon Seeing (Glowski, 2013) in Red
Feather Lakes, Colorado. Trungpa is considered by many to be an “important theorist in
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alternative education” who influenced “contemplative, integral, and transformative
education” (Morgan, 2015, p. 210).
Naropa University is one of just four Buddhist-based universities in the United
States, defined as “a university that is state-accredited, which offers degrees in liberal arts
and professional fields and at the same time uses Buddhist pedagogical principles”
(Storch, 2015, p. vii). The university is private and nonprofit, offers undergraduate and
graduate degree programs and many consider it “the birthplace of the modern
mindfulness movement” (Naropa University, n.d.c). Naropa was first accredited by the
Higher Learning Commission in 1986 and their accreditation was re-affirmed in
September of 2015 (Naropa University, n.d.a). In addition to Storch’s (2015) portrait of
the university, authors of academic studies about Naropa have investigated contemplative
administration (Beer, 2010), the institution’s history (Webster, 2012), and contemplative
leadership in early childhood education (Parks, 2016).
Naropa University self-identifies as “unique among America’s institutions of
higher learning: We are the only school in the country that grounds the student
experience in contemplative education principles” (Naropa University, n.d.d).
Naropa’s mission statement follows:
Inspired by the rich intellectual and experiential traditions of East and West,
Naropa University is North America's leading institution of contemplative
education.
Naropa recognizes the inherent goodness and wisdom of each human
being. It educates the whole person, cultivating academic excellence and
contemplative insight in order to infuse knowledge with wisdom. The university
nurtures in its students a lifelong joy in learning, a critical intellect, the sense of
purpose that accompanies compassionate service to the world, and the openness
and equanimity that arise from authentic insight and self-understanding.
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Ultimately, Naropa students explore the inner resources needed to engage
courageously with a complex and challenging world, to help transform that world
through skill and compassion, and to attain deeper levels of happiness and
meaning in their lives.
Drawing on the vital insights of the world's wisdom traditions, the
university is simultaneously Buddhist-inspired, ecumenical, and nonsectarian.
Naropa values ethnic and cultural differences for their essential role in education.
It embraces the richness of human diversity with the aim of fostering a more just
and equitable society and an expanded awareness of our common humanity.
A Naropa education—reflecting the interplay of discipline and delight—
prepares its graduates both to meet the world as it is and to change it for the
better. (Naropa University, n.d.d)
Regarding the institution’s mission, this is “fundamentally a contemplative
education institution. This core mission inspires everything we do and asks all
community members to live with awareness and respect for one another and the world”
(Naropa University, n.d.d). The values associated with the learning community’s mission
are as follows:
We are Buddhist-inspired, ecumenical, and nonsectarian welcoming faculty,
staff, and students of all faiths as well as those who don’t ascribe to any religion.
We fiercely embrace diversity and inclusivity. Through admissions,
hiring, and our curriculum we strive to foster an environment of “belonging with
differences,” working consciously to include persons of different races,
ethnicities, gender identities, sexual orientations, veteran status, perspectives,
socioeconomic backgrounds, ages, disabilities, national origins, and, of course,
religions.
We respect the world as our home and are committed to its sustainability.
To that end we are moving toward zero waste, climate neutrality, and 100 percent
renewable energy, recognizing that the “practice” of sustainability connects us
more deeply to ourselves, other beings, and the natural world. (Naropa University,
n.d.d)
Storch (2015) finds that the Buddhist-based “campuses’ simple, elegant, and
artistic forms remind everyone of the very purpose for being there”, which she describes
as “to provide and receive well-rounded liberal and professional education while
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pursuing personal growth and cultivation, and to learn about global human
interconnectedness and how to be a good member of a large community” (p. 2).
Indeed they must, because graduation rates are “close to 90 percent (compared to barely
above 50 percent nation-wide); and more than 80 percent of graduates find work in their
chosen professions” (Storch, 2015, p. ix). Students also report “a high degree of
satisfaction (eight or higher on a ten point scale) from their lives, professions, and
especially, from the sense of having purpose to their life and being prepared for its
psychological challenges” (Storch, p. ix).
Storch (2015) states that at,
Buddhist-based universities, searching for and finally realizing the right
motivation for education is strongly emphasized. Very much like mindfulness and
respect for all life, finding the right motivation for education has been made into a
foundational pedagogical principle observed on a daily basis in and outside the
classroom. (p. 97-98)
Right motivation for education is “repeatedly underscored because it is understood by
faculty and administration to be the foundation of success in both academic endeavor and
the future life of a student” (p. 100). Storch (2015) continues,
The right motivation for education grows naturally from the eight-fold path,
which is a basic system for moral training observed by Buddhist practitioners
around the world. The eight-fold path includes: 1) right seeing, 2) right
conceptualizing, 3) right speaking, 4) right acting, 5) right livelihood, 6) right
motivation, 7) right mindfulness, and 8) right meditation. (p. 98)
See Figure 4 for a simplified version of the Noble Eight-fold Path, a principal teaching in
the Buddhist tradition, which is fundamental to teaching and learning at Buddhist-based
institutions.
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Figure 4, Buddhist Noble Eight-fold Path (Based on Storch, 2015, pp. 98-99).
The definition of contemplative education embraced by Naropa University is
“an educational philosophy which integrates the three critical elements of rigorous
academics, contemplative practice, and experiential learning” (Naropa University, n.d.b).
Interestingly, Graham (1983) says, “the roots of the current philosophy of experiential
education (advocated now for adult learners) are found in early childhood education”
(p. 263). Naropa extends its contemplative, compassion-centered education from the
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higher education arena into the field of early childhood education with its university’s
laboratory school, Alaya Preschool. See Figure 5.

Figure 5, Buddhist Prayer Flags on the Playground at Alaya Preschool.
Alaya Preschool

Figure 6, Deer at Alaya Preschool.
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Trungpa considered deer communicators between the physical world and the
spiritual realm. The presence of abundant deer was one reason he chose a one acre
property nestled in a Boulder neighborhood as the home for Alaya Preschool. See Figure
6. He shared the following words at the school’s opening in 1978,
“Alaya” is a Sanskrit word. The notion of alaya is one of origin or storehouse.
In the word ‘himalaya’, ‘him’ means ‘snow’ and ‘alaya’ means ‘mountain range’,
‘big with snow’. “Alaya” means there are big things happening, primordial things
taking place. . . And that is what we are trying to do. It’s just a basic part of
existence. (Alaya Preschool, n.d.g)
Alaya Preschool “arises out of compassion; a caring for others” (n.d.e) and its
educational philosophy and practices are founded on the contemplative traditions of
“observation, reflection, and action” (Alaya Preschool, n.d.e). Foundational to the
preschool’s delivery of holistic early education are the values held at Naropa University,
such as the inherent goodness and wisdom of each human being, embracing diversity and
inclusivity, and respecting the world as home. These values are further defined as the
school’s Principles of Practice which serve as a guide to their work. These ideals are
evidenced at Alaya in their warm, welcoming, and opening atmosphere, as well as their
lovingly tended grounds and renovated ranch-style home which serves as the school’s
building. At its founding the preschool served primarily the children of families from the
Shambhala tradition. Some of these families still participate, and Alaya now serves a
broader population from the local community, and no affiliation with Naropa University
is required for enrollment.
For decades now, deer have bound over fencing into the playgrounds, circled the
yard during picnics, slept in the grass during outdoor staff meetings, and on one
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remarkable occasion honored a teacher with the twilight birth of a fawn on the grass near
the parking lot. Alaya Preschool remains a place where, as the current co-director stated
on a recent prospective parent tour, “children are mapping, this is what it is to be human,
to be a friend, to go to school.” It is a place where children experiment with how much
self-administered cinnamon renders applesauce inedible, where children safely explore
gender fluidity, and where a child philosopher can ponder repeatedly out loud to no one
and everyone, “Is there anything bigger than the universe?” Alaya is also a place where a
four year old female warrior can skid to dust-filled stop on the playground at a
researcher’s feet, plant one foot in front of the other with hands on hips, look deep into
the visitor’s eyes and shout, “It sure makes me happy when you show up!” For me, it
was a refuge on this “pale blue dot” (Sagan, 1994, p. 8) where the labor of a dissertation
quickly transformed to a labor of love. As the site for this study, Alaya Preschool’s
learning community is fully described in Chapters III, IV, and V.
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Contemplative Early Childhood Education

Figure 7, Statue in the Front Yard of Alaya Preschool.
Contemplative early childhood education opportunities are increasingly available
in both the public and private sector (Jennings, 2008; Jennings et al., 2017). Educators in
public school systems are experimenting with integrating mindfulness practice into their
curricula (Brady, 2007; Byrnes, 2012; Kyle, 2010). Preschool learning communities
which have fully adopted a contemplative educational philosophy are found in population
centers in which there are people who embrace these values and sustain the organizations.
One such city is Boulder, Colorado, in which there are three such schools, Alaya
Preschool (n.d.g) founded in 1976 (see Figure 7); the Snow Lion School founded in 1995;
and the Elm Tree School which opened in 2016. Resources to support the advancement
of contemplative education are also expanding (Centre for the Contemplative Mind in
Society, n.d.b; Miller, 2015; Jennings et al., 2017).
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Contemporary research investigations about contemplative education for children
birth to eight and their educators and caregivers are limited in number, but on the rise as
well. This work tends to fall into the categories of descriptive research about
contemplative education and educational settings in which it is employed, and studies
about the impact of contemplative practices on practitioners and children.
Roeser & Zelazo (2012) introduce new applications of contemplative science to
child development and education such as age appropriate, secular mind and body training
which “scaffold the development of executive function, emotion regulation, empathy, and
compassion in children, adolescents, and the adults who serve them in educational
settings alike” (p. 143). Descriptive research studies include the work of Davidson et al.
(2012) who explore the prospects for contemplative practices in United States education
and conclude, “ideas drawn from contemplative practices that promise to improve the
regulation of attention, emotion, motivation, social cognition, and behavior are one
potential strategy for reducing risks children face and improving both social and
academic outcomes through schools today” (p. 151). Roeser & Peck (2009) describe
contemplative education practices as related to a systems perspective on self/identity and
report “the development of executive control through contemplative practices may not
only provide opportunities for the development of self-compassion but also cultivate
empathy and compassion for others” (p. 130). Roeser and Eccles (2015) consider the
importance of using a developmental life span focus to explore mindfulness and
compassion over time in diverse populations.
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Brown (1998) writes about how teachers can employ contemplative observation,
“one method of teacher education that opens us to the sacredness of ordinary teaching
and learning” (p. 6). This method “synchronizes the observer with the learning
environment; awakens and clarifies the sense perceptions, thoughts, and emotions; and
develops knowledge and compassion” (Brown, 1998, p. 1). Parks (2016) explores the
contemplative leadership qualities of early childhood educators to find the following
three overarching themes in the inquiry: “present-moment interaction, leading from the
inside out, and community engagement” (p. 54). Parks concludes contemplative
education leaders believe in the transformative nature of contemplative pedagogy and are
characteristically open-minded, relational, self-reflective, inquisitive, and courageous.
Greenberg and Harris (2012) share an overview of the “current state of research
on contemplative practices used both with children and youth” and describe
contemporary impact studies as of “generally limited quality…which tempers the
allowable conclusions” (p. 161). One primary focus of impact studies is how
contemplative practices affect self-regulation in preschoolers (Flook, Goldberg, Pinger,
& Davidson, 2015; Shapiro et al., 2015; Willis & Dinehart, 2014; Zelazo & Lyons 2012).
All of these studies report potential for contemplative practices to cultivate selfregulation, a predictive factor of school readiness, as well as prosocial behavior,
important throughout a lifetime. Poehlmann-Tynan et al. (2016) investigate the impact of
a twelve week mindfulness intervention on empathic and self-regulatory behaviors in a
pilot study with economically disadvantaged preschoolers to find improvement in
attentional focus and self-regulatory skills.
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Adults too are studied, including the work of Khayankij (2012) who shares the
impact contemplative education practices had on the experiences of graduate students in a
higher education class about assessment and evaluation of young children. Khayankji
reports the adult students’ reflective writings indicated learning outcomes such as “stresslessening, calmness, self-understanding, understanding of others, and self-appreciation
and valuing of others” (p. 97) in tandem with mastery of course content. Finally, Min
(2015) writes about how preschool teachers weave contemplative practices into their
teaching practices and shares the following insights about contemplative teaching and
learning: teachers “agentically engage” (p. 223), “improvise while teaching” (p. 223),
“report …beneficial effects on classroom ecology” (p. 224), and “have different
[professional development] needs in relation to contemplative education” (p. 226).
Summary
In general, interest in contemplative inquiry is on the rise, supported by
organizations such as the Centre for Contemplative Mind in Society (Centre for
Contemplative Mind in Society, n.d.a; Garrison Institute, n.d.). Morgan (2015) credits
five contemporary influences on its current reemergence in the West as “Buddhist and
Hindu philosophy; transpersonal psychology; medicine, psychology, business and sport
psychology and meditation research; Yoga in the West; and cognitive and neuroscience
and meditation research” (p. 200).
Specifically, there is much interdisciplinary investigation to be done in the field of
contemplative early childhood education, and the time is right to do so. Educators,
parents, caregivers, and the research community, are now interested in the experiences of
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young children who participate in these settings, perhaps, in part, due to general interest
in contemplative practices outside of the realm of education, but also perhaps due to
many reported positive educational outcomes of existing settings and practices.
In this chapter, I situated the current study in the literature. I introduced Western
early childhood education in order to understand the field’s historical roots and the
setting of this ethnography. I also presented an overview of contemplative education in
the United States in order to understand the foundational, philosophical underpinnings of
this pedagogy. Fully aware that I stand on the shoulders of those who have gone before
(Baker-Fletcher, 2009), the following chapters contain my contribution to the empirical
study of contemplative early childhood education.
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CHAPTER III
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
Mindfulness…means allowing oneself to be there in the very moment
of what is happening in the living process – and then letting go.
-Chӧgyam Trungpa Rinpoche, The Heart of the Buddha
Introduction
Given the scarcity of a purposeful union between contemplative and early
education for children under the age of five, an outsider’s perspective and understanding
of contemplative education in a preschool learning environment has the potential to
inform the practices of early childhood educators, teacher educators in higher education,
and contemplative practitioners. Accordingly, the purpose of this ethnographic case
study was to describe, understand, and interpret the culture of Naropa University’s Alaya
Preschool in Boulder, Colorado. The single research question of this purely descriptive
study was: What is the culture of an early childhood education preschool setting which is
philosophically grounded in contemplative education and traditions?
This chapter begins with an exploration of the qualitative and contemplative
paradigms and the appropriateness of an ethnographic case study for this research. The
chapter continues with descriptions of the study’s research design and methodology as
follows: a) the setting and sample selection, b) data collection methods, c) data analysis
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methods, including validity and reliability strategies and ethical considerations of the
work, and d) how the findings are presented. The chapter closes with a summary.
Qualitative Paradigm
According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), “The overall purposes of qualitative
research are to achieve an understanding of how people make sense out of their lives,
delineate the process (rather than the outcome or product) of meaning-making,
and describe how people interpret what they experience” (p. 15). I conducted qualitative
research for this investigation because the work at hand aligned with these purposes as
well as the underlying philosophical framework of constructivism within the qualitative
and contemplative paradigms.
This section begins with a description of the foundational components of the
theoretical framework of the qualitative and contemplative, constructivist paradigms:
ontology, epistemology, and methodology. Next, I describe the defining characteristics
of such a study, followed by an explanation of ethnographic case study as a particular and
appropriate qualitative design for this project. This segment closes with the features of
successful ethnographic case study which guided my work.
Theoretical Framework of
Constructivism: Ontology,
Epistemology, and
Methodology
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) describe a study’s theoretical framework as
“the underlying structure upon which all other aspects of the study rest” (p. 102) which is
“derived from the orientation or stance” of the researcher (p. 85). This section describes
the “scaffolding” (Merriam & Tisdell, p. 85) of the current constructivist study by
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outlining the basic metaphysical beliefs of constructivism with regards to ontology,
epistemology, and methodology.
I sought congruence between the topic and design of this study. Given that the
topic was contemplative education, I thought a contemplative approach to its exploration
would add a depth of understanding another type of inquiry might lack. As a researcher,
I considered this a way to know something from the inside out as well as the outside in.
People construct meaning based on their understandings of what it means to be, to learn,
and to know, and how they go about doing those things. Contemplative practitioners are
no different, but since I suspected that the meaning constructed in this study by
participants, including myself, would likely be informed by both traditional, and
contemplative perspectives (which may be unfamiliar to some readers), I mindfully
integrated them into the study’s theoretical underpinnings and design, as outlined in this
section.
Constructivism is framed in the intellectual tradition known as interpretivism
which assumes “that the meaning of human action is inherent in that action, and that the
task of the inquirer is to unearth that meaning” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 160). According to
Schwandt,
Constructivism means that human beings do not find or discover knowledge so
much as construct or make it. We invent concepts, models, and schemes to make
sense of experience, and we continually test and modify these constructions in the
light of new experience. (p. 38)
Denzin and Lincoln (2011) confirm that the inquiry aim of constructivists is
understanding.
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Ontology is a metaphysical “study of reality, of being … [that is] concerned with
understanding the kinds of things that constitute the world” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 190).
The ontology of constructivism is “relativism- local and specific constructed and
co-constructed realities” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 98). Truth is subjective and
context-based in this realm of inquiry and the use of “quotes and themes in the words of
participants and provides evidence for different perspectives” (Creswell, 2007, p. 17).
Contemplative ontologies present in this work are suffering and compassion, non-duality,
basic goodness, and humility, all of which have roots in Tibetan Buddhism (Brown,
2013; Kalupahana, 1987).
Epistemology is “the study of the nature of knowledge and justification”
(Schwandt, 2007, p. 87). According to Denzin and Lincoln (2011), the epistemology of
constructivism is “transactional and subjectivist” (p. 98) and findings are created. In a
constructivist study, the researcher’s role in the research process is relational and often
that of a participant observer, in that the “researcher collaborates, spends time in [the]
field with participants, and becomes an ‘insider’” (Creswell, 2007, p. 17). Learning from
within in addition to traditional learning from without, lie at the core of the constructivist,
contemplative epistemology of the current study (Bearance & Holmes, 2015; Ergas,
2013).
Methodology is a preferred approach to answering research questions which is
based on a researcher’s axiological, ontological, and epistemological beliefs. It is the
process of how we seek out new knowledge — the principles and procedures of our
inquiry (Schwandt, 2007). Qualitative methodology in a constructivist study is
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hermeneutical and dialectical (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011), meaning is interpreted and ideas
are compared and contrasted through discussion. Implications for practice include, “[the]
researcher works with particulars (details) before generalizations, describes in detail the
context of the study, and continually revises questions from experiences in the field”
(Creswell, 2007, p. 17).
Qualitative, Constructivist Inquiry
Defining characteristics of a constructivist, qualitative study. Qualitative
inquiry focuses on process, meaning, and understanding (Merriam, 2009).
This methodology affords a researcher the opportunity to reflexively and ethically
investigate a broad area of interest which may unearth meaning that is a valuable
contribution to collective wisdom. Qualitative methods are advantageous because the
data is rich and questions about “why” and “how” can be answered in the context of a
participant’s relationship with a researcher (Dobrovolny & Fuentes, 2008). Answers may
also be found to questions which have yet to be asked.
According to Yakimowski and Wagner (2015) qualitative inquiry “is grounded in
the assumption that individuals construct social reality in the form of meanings and
interpretations, which tend to be transitory and situational…[and researchers] collect data
by observing, reviewing existing documents, and asking questions” (p. 630).
Yakimowski and Wagner further describe the qualitative approach by offering the
following distinctions. The role of the researcher is the primary instrument of data
collection. The researcher and his or her biases may be known to participants, and the
researcher may know the characteristics of participants. Researchers collect data while
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engaged in fieldwork conducted in the natural environment and this data may include
observations, interviews, and records. Data analysis is inductive and results in themes
and narrative, typically reported with contextual description and direct quotations from
participants.
Why a contemplative, qualitative approach is appropriate for this study.
The contemplative, qualitative approach was appropriate for this study for two reasons.
Firstly, through this investigation I focused on interpreting and finding meaning in the
lived experiences of others. Secondly, qualitative methodology, congruent with the
previously outlined foundational beliefs of the qualitative paradigm, afforded me
simultaneous structured and open-ended topic exploration (Creswell, 2012). I had the
opportunity to make meaning of the data collected and then present the data with
appropriate supporting documentation (Creswell). In addition, qualitative research
principles and contemplative practices are compatible and enrich inquiry (Bhattacharya,
2017) and align with Buddhist principles (Janesick, 2015), which adds further
synchronicity between this study’s topic and design. See Figure 8.
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Figure 8, Zen Buddhist Principles and Corresponding Qualitative Research Principles
(Janesick, 2015, p. 149).
Ethnographic Case Study as a Type
of Qualitative Inquiry
According to Denzin and Lincoln (2000), “Ethnography is more than the record
of human experience. The ethnographer writes tiny moral tales, tales that do more than
celebrate cultural difference or bring another culture alive”, tales that in fact serve as
support to humankind on its collective journey (p. xvi). In the following section, I further
describe the defining characteristics of ethnographic case study and why it is an
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appropriate type of inquiry to use with children in educational settings in general, and
was specifically suitable for the current study.
Defining characteristics of an ethnographic case study. According to Bowers
(1996), “Ethnography is in short ‘ethno-graphy’: people-writing” (p. 120) and it is
“concerned with the description of human action and interaction in a naturally occurring
setting” (p. 124). The ethnographer’s persona is intrinsic to the investigation and woven
into the report (Wolcott, 2008) in that the researcher is the research tool and acts as a
known participant observer in the environment (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Ethnographic
writing is the coming together of “process and product, fieldwork and written text”
(Schwandt, 2007, p. 96).
Creswell (2007) defines ethnographic case study as investigation “of an issue
explored through one or more cases within a bounded system (i.e., a setting, a context)”
(p. 73). Cases may be selected for many reasons, one of which is a case’s intrinsic merit
(Creswell, 2012). Data collection in case study is “typically extensive, drawing on
multiple sources of information, such as observations, interviews, and audiovisual
materials” (Creswell, 2007, p. 75) and “the researcher situates…the case within its larger
‘context’ or setting” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 244) when reporting.
Why ethnographic case study is appropriate for current study. There are
decades of scholarship which contain ethnographic studies about childhood (Levine,
2007) and educational settings, but Gordon, Holland, and Lahelma (2001) state that few
are about very young children. Corsaro (1997) credits Berentzen with “carrying out
perhaps the first ethnography on preschool children in 1968” (p. xvi). Researchers who
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choose the ethnographic method for studies involving children recognize children as
worthy of study in their own right in the social sciences and offer voice to this vulnerable
population (James, 2001).
I see ethnographic case study as an opportunity to use the power of story to tell a
powerful story. The selection of ethnographic case study (Mertens, 2010) framed in the
paradigm of interpretivism (Rossman & Rallis, 1998) allowed me to explore the research
question as a participant observer in the setting (Schwandt, 2007). Ethnographic study
embraced multimodality as “both a theoretical framework and an analytic methodology
for understanding how people make meaning” (Halverson, Bass, and Woods, 2012, p. 4).
This qualitative ethnographic case study design, bound by time (four months), a case (the
preschool) and a case within the case (the Garuda classroom), was an appropriate
framework for gathering different types of data using the Mosaic Approach (Clark,
2001). This data represents the richness of the lived experiences of the participants
(Creswell, 2012) in the contemplative early childhood education learning environment.
This type of study afforded me opportunities to acknowledge the importance of the
ethnographic “waiting field” throughout the project, honoring “spaces previous to”,
“spaces of interruption/disruption”, and “spaces of reflection” (Mannay & Morgan, 2015,
p. 172).
Criteria for successful ethnographic case study. I anticipated meeting, and
believe I have met, Tracy’s (2010) criteria of quality in qualitative study, as well as
Creswell’s (2007) criteria for strong ethnographic and case study research. These criteria
are documented in Table 1.
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Table 1
Criteria for Strong Qualitative, Ethnographic, and Case Study Research.
Qualitative
Worthy topic
[relevant, timely, significant,
interesting]

Ethnography
The clear identification of a culturesharing group

Case Study
A clear identification of the
“case” in the study

Rich rigor
[sufficient, appropriate, and complex:
theoretical constructs, data and time in
the field, sample(s), context(s), data
collection and analysis processes]

The specification of cultural themes that
will be examined in light of this culturesharing group

The “case” is used to
understand a research issue or
because the “case” has intrinsic
merit

Sincerity
[characterized by: self-reflexivity about
subjective values, biases, and
inclinations of the researcher(s);
transparency about the methods and
challenges]

A detailed description of the cultural
group

Themes are identified for the
“case”

Credibility
[marked by: thick description, concrete
detail, explication of tacit (nontextual)
knowledge, and showing rather than
telling; triangulation or crystallization;
multivocality; member reflections]

Themes that derive from an
understanding of the cultural group

Assertions or generalizations
are made from the “case”
analysis

Resonance
[influences, affects, or moves particular
readers or a variety of audiences
through: aesthetic, evocative
representation; naturalistic
generalizations; transferable findings]

The identification of issues that arose “in
the field” that reflect on the relationship
between the researcher and the
participants, the interpretive nature of
reporting, and sensitivity and reciprocity
in the co-creating of the account

The researcher is reflexive and
self-disclosing about his or her
position in the study

Significant contribution
[provides a significant contribution:
conceptually/theoretically; practically;
morally; methodologically;
heuristically]

An explanation overall of how the
culture-sharing group works

Ethical
[considers: procedural ethics (such as
human subjects; situational and
culturally specific ethics; relational
ethics; exiting ethics (leaving the scene
and sharing the research)

A self-disclosure and reflexivity by the
researcher about her or his position in the
research

Meaningful coherence
[achieves what it purports to be about;
uses methods and procedures that fit its
stated goals; meaningfully interconnects
literature, research questions/foci,
findings, and interpretations with each
other)

Note. Qualitative column (Tracy, 2010, p. 840); ethnography and case study columns
(Creswell, 2007, pp. 218-219).
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Study Design
This section delineates the design of the current study, beginning with
descriptions of the research site, sampling method, and selection criteria for the case.
Next I describe data collection in terms of overall methods and distinctions regarding
working with adults and children. Then I speak to the data collection and documentation
of interviews, observations, and documents, including tables which present data sources
and the collection schedule and activities. Data analysis descriptions follow, with
attention to the data set, data organization and management, inductive comparative
analysis, trustworthiness, and ethical considerations. The section concludes with a
summary.
Alaya Preschool and the Garudas
The setting for this study was Naropa University’s Alaya Preschool
(the case) and the Garudas, a classroom of four and five year old children and their
families (a selection within the case). The school is located in the Rocky Mountain town
of Boulder, Colorado, 25.8 square miles tucked in a valley near the striking Flatirons
along the eastern slope of Green Mountain. The city’s 108,000 residents enjoy 150 miles
of hiking trails, over 300 miles of bikes paths, and more than 45,000 acres of open space.
Employers in the area include Ball Aerospace, Google, and IBM; federal research labs
including the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and the National Center
for Atmospheric Research; and the University of Colorado at Boulder, home to 30,000
students each year (Boulder Community Profile, 2017; United States Census, 2010). Of
historical interest in the field of education, Boulder’s first schoolhouse, built on the
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southwest corner of Walnut and 15th Street in 1860, was also the first in the territory
(Boulder History, n.d.).
The relationship between Boulder’s Naropa University and Alaya Preschool is
described in Alaya’s parent handbook (Alaya Preschool, n.d.a) as follows:
Alaya was created in 1976 by a group of parents and teachers under the direction
of the late Chӧgyam Trungpa, Rinpoche (1940-1987). Originally a division of the
Nalanda Foundation, Alaya is now a part of the Education degree programs at
Naropa University, a private, nonsectarian university also founded by Chӧgyam
Trungpa, Rinpoche. It is the only North American university whose educational
philosophy is rooted in the Buddhist contemplative tradition.
As part of the Naropa University Contemplative Education Department we
operate in the capacity of a lab school. We regularly have Early Childhood
program students and interns involved in our classrooms (not counted in our
teacher/child ratio), fulfilling practicum requirements, lab experiences,
observations, and Service Learning requirements for the Early Childhood
Education, as well as for other Naropa degree programs. These students are at
Alaya practicing what they have learned, under the supervision of one of our lead
teachers, with regular observation by program faculty. (p. 1)
According to Catbagan, a current Associate Professor and the Chair of the
Contemplative Education Department at Naropa, the department is moving from an early
childhood education to an elementary education Bachelor of Arts.
One of the reasons for the switch was the low enrollment in the early childhood
education program, however they will maintain courses to offer students an
endorsement in early childhood education along with their elementary Bachelor of
Arts and teacher licensure. Both programs are grounded in contemplative
pedagogy, cultural responsiveness and state standards. The Bachelor of Arts will
also include an endorsement in culturally and linguistically diverse teaching. (B.
Catbagan, personal communication, December 12, 2017)
Alaya Preschool will remain as a lab school for Naropa University.
Some staff members at Alaya Preschool are graduates of the early childhood
program at Naropa University. Teacher turnover is minimal in spite of the continued
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trend of low pay in the field to which the setting is not immune. This stability is credited
to the dedication of professionals commited to building a strong learning community.
Alaya Preschool exists to “offer young children the warmth, nurturing and
acceptance that allows them to trust and open to themselves and the challenges of the
world” (Alaya Preschool, n.d.e). The philosophy of their learning community is
described in their parent handbook (Alaya Preschool, n.d.a) as follows:
Alaya Preschool arises out of compassion and a caring for others. It is an
expression of our dedication to help raise our children to be genuine to their
hearts, to appreciate honesty and straightforwardness, to have delight and joy in
relationships, to develop and feel good about the personal effort and discipline of
accomplishments, and to gain awareness of and relax with the play of the world.
Aspects of Shambhala (from the Buddhist contemplative tradition), Waldorf,
Montessori, and other philosophies inform our work with children.
At Alaya, we believe that the nature and style of the learning process are as
important as what is learned. Young children learn primarily by direct experience
of their world through their senses and their bodies. Our emphasis is on social
competency, language skills, emotional and physical growth and well-being,
dramatic play, and creative self-expression. Within Alaya’s homelike and
nurturing environment, children are able to observe and participate in simple basic
living activities: relationships, helping, sharing, preparing food, cleaning up,
caring for plants and animals, and learning through play. (p. 1)
Curricular activities at Alaya Preschool are described on their website as “block-building,
cooking, art (painting, clay, collage, sculpting, weaving, puppetry), dramatic and fantasy
play, sand and water play, games and puzzles, stories, music (singing, movement and
instruments), gardening, nature exploring, yoga and outdoor play” (Alaya Preschool,
n.d.b). See Figure 9, Figure 10, and Figure 11.
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Figure 9, Block Area in the Classroom for Four and Five Year Olds.

Figure 10, Chalkboard Drawing by a Child in the Classroom for Four and Five Year
Olds.

Figure 11, Painting by a Child in the Classroom for Four and Five Year Olds.
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This laboratory preschool serves 55 children ages two to six years old in three
classrooms named after Shambhala dignities, the Tigers, Snow Lions, and Garudas.
A summer program called Dragons is also offered. See Figure 12 and Sound File 2.
Part and full day enrollment options are available. A child may attend morning only
(8:30-2:30 in the Tigers, 8:30-1:00 in the Snow Lions and Garudas) or full day (8:30-3:30
in any classroom), on two, three, or five days a week. Families also have the option of
supplemental early drop off care from 7:45 to 8:30 in the morning.

Figure 12, Tiger, Snow Lion, Garuda, and Dragon Tapestry in the Garudas.

Sound File 2, Tiger, Snow Lion, Garuda and Dragon Return.
Nineteen of Alaya’s children are enrolled in the Garuda classroom, though not all
of these children are present at one time due to individual scheduling. The general daily
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schedule is similar in all three classrooms. See Table 2 for the schedule posted in the
Garuda Room.
Table 2
The General Daily Schedule of the Garudas.
(7:45 – 8:30) Early Drop Off – arrange with office
8:30 Regular day begins with OPEN PLAY and/or PROJECT
9:45-ish Clean up and CIRCLE (yoga, songs, sharing, games)
10:20-ish Wash hands, songs, SNACK, and clean up
10:35-ish STORYTIME and reading
11:05-ish OUTSIDE PLAY and/or Special Activity (art, dance, music,
crafts, walks, fieldtrips)
12:05-ish Clean up, wash hands, and LUNCH
12:30-ish Outside of inside OPEN PLAY (puzzles, games, reading,
painting)
12:45 – 1:00 p.m. DEPARTURE FOR MORNING CHILDREN ONLY
1:00-ish TEA TIME and stories
1:25 – 2:05 REST, stories, music, and rubs
2:10-ish PROJECT and/or OPEN PLAY
3:00-ish Clean up, wash hands, SNACK, clean up, PREPARE TO
LEAVE
3:30-ish DEPARTURE FOR ALL CHILDREN
Alaya Preschool is is licensed by the Colorado Department of Human Services
and teachers are Group Leader Qualified according to the licensing agency. The
educational backgrounds of the staff range from no degree but extensive experience as an
educator, to degrees ranging from the associate to the graduate level, some in early
childhood education, some in contemplative education, and some in other areas of study.
There are more adults per child in classrooms at Alaya than are required for licensed
center-based care in Colorado. At a minimum, the Tigers adult to child ratio is 2:9, the
Snow Lions 2:13, and the Garudas 2:18. Overlapping teacher schedules and additional

59

adults in the classrooms, such as interns, improve these ratios. Respective ratios by
Colorado standards are 2:10, 2:20, and 2:20.
Tuition is competive in the local community, for toddlers ranging from $523
(morning only two days per week) - $1,527 (full day five days per week), and for
presechoolers ranging from $468 (morning only two days per week) to $1364 (full day
five days per week). It is slightly lower than area schools with “branded” offerings such
as Waldorf or Montessori settings. The families of six children in the school, four in the
Garudas, are recipients of tuition support from the Colorado Childcare Assistance
Program. An additional five students schoolwide are supported by in-house scholarships.
The remainder of the families pay full tuition. A parent service component is an
expectation of enrollment in the learning community. Parents may fulfill this
commitment through contributions of labor to meet community’s needs (for example,
laundry, food donations, or building maintanence) or monetary donations.

Figure 13, Artistic Depiction of a Garuda on a Translucent Panel in the Garuda
Classroom.
The classroom with the oldest children is called the Garudas. See Figure 13.
Trungpa (1984), the founder of Alaya, writes about the development of authentic
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presence as a path of warriorship connected to four dignities. One of the dignities is
outrageousness, and Trungpa elaborates,
Outrageousness is symbolized by the garuda, a legendary Tibetan bird who is
traditionally referred to as the king of birds. The garuda hatches full-grown from
its egg and soars into outer space, expanding and stretching its wings, beyond any
limits. Likewise, having overcome hope and fear, the warrior of outrageousness
develops a sense of freedom. So the state of mind of outrageousness is very vast.
Your mind fathoms the whole of space. You go beyond any possibilities of
holding back a t all. You just go and go and go, completely expanding yourself.
And like the garuda king, the warrior of outrageousness finds nothing to obstruct
his vast mind. (pp. 167-168)
Anyone who has spent time with a group of four and five year olds likely knows how
well this name suits this age group. The Garudas are described in Alaya’s parent
handbook (Alaya Preschool, n.d.a) as follows:
This is our older prekindergarten group for 4-5 year olds. With several adjoining
rooms to meet the needs of a group a little larger in size, this space reflects the
needs of children who have many and varied interests. Garudas are generally old
enough to go to kindergarten the following year. There are up to 18 children with
2 teachers with most children staying for the afternoon. Garudas are building the
foundation to carry them into the world. The Garuda group is large enough for
children to relate with each other in many types of situations and play, yet small
enough to promote special friendships with classmates and teachers. There are
two annual events in this classroom: an overnight camping trip (usually in midMay), and a graduation ceremony. Families are invited to participate in the
planning of both of these important events. (p. 3)
On my initial scouting visit to Alaya Preschool, I spent a delightful morning with
the group which in the upcoming academic year would become the Garudas. One of the
lead teachers, a graduate of Naropa University’s early childhood education program
presented as a young, yet mature (Katz, 1972) teacher. In keeping with the school’s
continuity of care model, the majority of the children in the Garuda classroom had been
with this teacher since they arrived at Alaya as two year olds, moving as a collective to
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new age appropriate learning spaces within the school at the beginning of each academic
year. When I chatted with her about my proposed study she expressed interest in the
research project, particularly the use of art and poetry as data sets. Her openness at that
time was aspirational and one of the reasons I hoped with all of my might that the study
could happen at this site, with this particular group of children and teacher.
Two other teachers were present during that visit. One was new to Alaya, but a
veteran teacher from other settings, including international experiences. She appeared
comfortable in her own skin as both an educator and human being and I imagined her
easy manner would be most welcome during a project of this magnitude. Another was an
almost two decade’s long veteran of Alaya. A self-described holder of the preschool’s
history, she immediately engaged me in talk about what I might explore on the topic of
contemplative early childhood education and connections that would support my
investigation. Her generous nature and depth of wisdom was a promising resource. Both
of these teachers were open to the idea of research in their midst the following year, as
were the co-directors.
In retrospect, I marvel at the amount of trust these educators placed in me and the
work at hand from the first conversations about the project, which happened before the
study was even fully designed and when my ideas were vague and our relationships nonexistent. I now believe this leap of faith on everyone’s behalf is a testament that they do
indeed, embody and live out their Principles of Practice. Alaya Preschool’s co-directors
granted me verbal permission to collect dissertation data in May of 2017, and written
permission on July 17, 2017 (see Appendix B). The co-directors and I discussed whether

62

it would be appropriate to use the school’s name in reporting and decided to do so, given
that the school’s unique characteristics made it easily identifiable even when not
explicitly named, and also because they wanted to openly share the work that they do.
Permission to use the school’s name in reporting was established in writing on October
12, 2017 (see Appendix C).
Sample Selection
In order to learn as much as possible from a sample, a researcher must carefully
choose a study’s sampling method. For this research I chose non-probability sampling,
“the method of choice for most qualitative research” according to Merriam (2009, p. 77).
I chose purposive sampling in order to “intentionally select individuals and sites to learn
or understand the central phenomenon”, as Creswell describes (2012, p. 206). This
homogenous sampling “purposefully samples…based on membership in a subgroup that
has defining characteristics” (Creswell, p. 208). Unplanned snowball sampling
(Creswell, p. 209) occurred during the study as participants recommended rich data
sources who were later categorized as staff, parent, and child emeritae.
The inclusion criterion for the purposeful sample for this ethnographic case study
was identification as a stakeholder in Naropa University’s Alaya Preschool.
The rationale for this selection criterion was that it would yield information-rich
participants who had knowledge and understanding of the research questions (Merriam,
2009). The criterion for the case and selections within the case mirrored the criterion for
the purposeful sample: identification as a stakeholder at Alaya Preschool (Merriam).
Final selections within the case were determined by the stakeholders’ willingness to
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participate in the research project. I recruited participation through personal contact once
I was in the school environment.
According to Schwandt (2007), “in purposeful sampling, the ideal sample size is
simply not quantifiable. The size of the sample depends entirely on the nature of the
study and the research questions and concepts being investigated” (p. 270). I anticipated
high interest by all stakeholders at the preschool, given my enthusiastic reception during
our first meeting. The participant population included the following: the school’s staff
(11); staff emeritae (3); children enrolled in the Garuda classroom (19), their parents (23),
and a sibling (1); a parent emerita (1); and an alumna of Alaya (1). See Table 3, Table 4,
and Table 5.
Table 3
Demographics of Staff Participants Who Held Formal Interviews.
Staff
Years in
(S; n = 10)
Naropa
Early
Years as
and
Age
Student
Childhood
Alaya Staff
Staff Emerita
or Staff
Education
(SE; n = 3)
S1
57
>20
9

S2
62
>40
34

S3
27
6
7
S4
40
>20
11
S5
36
4
1

S7
51
30
23
On and off
S8
29
>10

since 2006
S9
60
>20
2

S10
59
26
13
S11
27
5
<1

SE1
Older
>40
25
SE2
33
15
2

SE3
40
17
17

Shambhala
Affiliation
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Table 4
Demographics of Parent Participants Who Held Formal Interviews.
Parents(P; n = 10)and
Naropa
Shambhala
Age
Parent Emerita(PE; n = 1)
Student or Staff
Affiliation
P2
41

P5
42
P7
36
P8
36
P13
43


P14
43


P16
36

P20
40


P22
28

P23
27
PE1
59
Table 5
Age of the Child Participants in the Garuda Room.
Participant Code
C1
C2
C3
C4
C5
C6
C7
C8
C9
C10
C11
C12
C13
C14
C15
C16
C17
C18
C19

Age on October 23, 2017 (the first day of observation)
Years
Months
Days
4
8
10
4
10
17
5
1
18
4
4
30
4
7
19
4
3
27
4
0
9
4
0
12
Parents consented; child did not assent
4
4
11
4
4
16
4
4
9
4
7
9
4
0
19
4
10
10
3
11
28
4
1
22
4
4
20
4
11
30
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Nineteen children were enrolled in the Garudas at the time of the study. All
parents consented to their participation and all but one child assented, resulting in
eighteen child participants. The age range of the children was 3 years, 11 months, 28
days to 5 years, 1 month, 18 days (a span of 1 year, 1 month, 20 days).
Data Collection
Wolcott (2009) states, “Participant observation is at the heart, and thus is the
heartwood, of all qualitative inquiry, its substantive core” (p. 85). As such, my fieldwork
(McCall, 2006; Wolcott, 2009) was the source of all that I wrote about regarding the
lived practices of the classroom’s culture which I witnessed as a participant observer in
the environment (Schwandt, 2007). On site data collection was framed in the Mosaic
Approach (Clark, 2001) and included shoulder-to-shoulder and walk-around collection
methods (Griffin, Lahman, & Opitz, 2014) with adults and children alike. These methods
and fieldwork plans for interviews, observations, and artifact collection are detailed as
follows.
Method. The Mosaic Approach, introduced by Clark (2001), is a multi-method
framework for data collection and organization, and its subsequent interpretation. In this
framework children are viewed as “active learners in the process of constructing
meanings rather than being filled with knowledge” (Clark, p. 334). Adults are considered
“meaning makers: listening, understanding, discussing and interpreting what children say
and think about the world” (Clark, p. 334). Since I perceived these roles as
interchangeable, I employed the method with both the child and adult participants of this
study. We created data mosaics consisting of observational field notes, formal and
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informal interviews, and “participatory tools” (Clark, p. 334), in our case identity and
culture poetry, paintings about the school’s culture, photographs and videos of the
physical environment, and audio recordings. Each of these data types was seen as a piece
of an individual’s data mosaic, as well as a contribution to the data mosaic of the
collective learning community. Mosaics were used as ways to begin conversation about,
reflect upon, and interpret the work at hand.
I used two informal data collection styles suggested by Griffin et al. (2014): the
shoulder-to-shoulder and walk-around methods. While these authors speak to using these
methods with children, I used them with adults as well, as they preserved the energy and
flow of classroom happenings. In a shoulder-to-shoulder encounter a researcher and
participant may be working in tandem “or just companionably sitting” (p. 20) as they
talk. Griffin et al. suspect this “lack of eye contact, but natural intimacy…with someone
might make them more willing to open up” (p. 21). This was consistently my experience
in this setting. The walk-around method gave me a chance to research “naturalistically”
as I travelled with the participants throughout the learning environment and navigated the
daily routine and activities. Strengths of the walk-around approach included “an
authentic feel”, in that encounters felt more social than research related, and “the shift of
power” (p. 22), from me as a researcher to a participant was palpable. I believe the
equalized power differential increased everyone’s comfort level and willingness and
ability to communicate openly.
Interviews. According to Merriam (2009), “the main purpose of an interview is
to obtain a special kind of information” (p. 88). She describes the necessity of
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interviewing when “we cannot observe behavior, feelings, or how people interpret the
world around them” or “we are interested in past events that are impossible to replicate”
(Merriam, p. 88). Interviews may be highly structured/standardized, semi-structured,
unstructured/informal, or a combination of the three.
Informal conversational interviews with participants afforded opportunities for
relationship building. In addition, I used unstructured and semi-structured interviews for
the “elicitation of stories” in search of “authentic accounts of lived (subjective), inner
experience” because the task at hand was to “generate ‘in-depth’ data that are the product
of the empathetic relationship between interviewee and interviewer” (Schwandt, 2007,
p. 164). The defining characteristics of unstructured/informal and semi-structured
research interviews which were used in this study as described by Merriam and Tisdell
(2016) are presented in Table 6.
Table 6
Research Interview Type.
Unstructured/Informal

Semi-structured

Open-ended questions

Interview guide includes a mix of more and less
structured interview questions

Flexible, exploratory

All questions used flexibly

More like a conversation

Usually specific data required from all respondents

Used when researcher does not know enough about
phenomenon to ask relevant questions

Largest part of interview guided by list of questions
or issues to be explored

Goal is learning from this interview to formulate
questions for later interviews
Used primarily in ethnography, participant
observation, and case study

Note. Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 110.
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I initiated context-driven, informal conversational interviews with parents, staff,
and children daily throughout the study in the learning community’s natural environment.
These conversational interviews were not digitally recorded, but some were anecdotally
documented in field notes. These conversations happened during lulls as we waited for
one another or the next activity, and during purposeful data collection activities such as
tours and mapping of the environment, painting, taking photographs, and audio
recording. Such informal interviewing minimized the power differentials between the
participants and me as researcher and was an authentic way for the children and adults
“to communicate social knowledge” (Eder & Fingerson, 2002, p. 184) as the
conversations were embedded in everyday living (Tammivaara & Enright, 1986).
Individual face-to-face, formal interviews with staff and parents were conducted
periodically in a semi-private space in or near the classroom, with the exception of one
which happened in a private home, a total of 18.25 hours. Thirteen interviews with staff
and staff emeritae ranged from 12 to 60 minutes each and totaled 11.60 hours. Eleven
interviews with parents and a parent emerita ranged from 12 to 60 minutes each and
totaled 6.65 hours. Previous research has indicated that while meta-themes can present
after as few as six interviews (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006), code saturation, the point
at which most themes are identified, is reached with nine to twelve interviews (Guest,
Bunce, & Johnson; Hennick, Kaiser, and Marconi, 2017). It is possible for meaning
saturation, “a richly textured understanding of the issues,” to occur at sixteen interviews
(Hennick, Kaiser, and Marconi, 2017). I believe, given that I began to see themes
repeated, that both code and meaning saturation were reach in the investigation.
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Participants scheduled the interviews by speaking with me directly, via email
communication, or by adding their names to a sign-up sheet. These staff and parent
interviews were digitally recorded and followed an interview protocol. See Appendix D
and Appendix E. Scheduled conversations began as structured interviews with a review
of the purpose of the study, documentation of consent, collection of basic demographic
information, and the careful self-selection by the participant of a pseudonym (Lahman,
Rodriguez, Moses, Griffin, Mendoza, & Yacoub, 2015), if desired. The remainder of
each interview was semi-structured. Interview questions were asked and answered, but
both the participants and I were able to guide the conversation to add other relevant
content (Merriam, 2009). I asked for clarification, examples and/or explanations as a
means to validate the interview data. I made incidental hand written notes before, during,
and after the interviews. Interview questions were written at a sixth grade reading level
and focused on contemplative education and experiences at Alaya Preschool. I believe
the interview questions were well ordered, in that interviewees often answered the next
question on the list in the flow of conversation before the question was even asked.
On one occasion I gave a participant the questions beforehand because the participant
thought that would support thoughtful responses. See Table 7 for sample questions for
formal interviews of parents and staff and informal interviews of children organized
according to the following question types: umbrella, structural/paradigmatic, follow
up/clarifying, experience/example, compare/contrast, and closing (Janesick, 2015).
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Table 7
Sample Interview Questions.
Formal
Question Type

For Staff

For Parents

Informal
For Children

“Big umbrella” or “help
me understand”

Which three of Alaya’s principles of
practice most resonate with you at this
time and why are they important?

Why do you like
to come to
school?

Structural/paradigmatic

What does the term contemplative
education mean to you?
How would you describe the culture of
Alaya Preschool?

Tell me a story
about your school.

Follow up/clarifying

Can you tell me more about that?

Experience/example

Can you tell a
story a parent
shared with you
that happened in
their home in
which their child
responded in a
way related to
something they
learned at school?

What do you hope
your child takes
from this
preschool
experience?

Show me
something
important in your
school and tell me
about it.

Compare/contrast

Are contemplative
practices a part of
your life outside
of Alaya
Preschool?

How do your own
experiences in
early childhood
education and
differ from your
child’s at Alaya?

How do you take
care of people and
animals at school
and at home?

Closing

Do you have anything to add which
might inform this work?
Do you have any questions?

Do you have
anything else you
want to tell me or
ask me?

Note. Janesick, 2015, pp. 56-57.
Observations. This study included classroom observations as well observations
of school activities such as parent and staff meetings and events. I began with informal
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visits in the Garuda classroom to become familiar with and in the environment, and then
moved on to more “targeted observations” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). My observation
schedule was at my discretion and in part determined by planned activities and visitors I
did not want to miss. I ensured that I saw all parts of the day so I could understand its
rhythm, and all days of the week so I could observe the different teaching teams and child
enrollment patterns in action.
I documented fieldwork observations by hand in notebooks as I visited (Emerson,
Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). Documentation included dates, times, scheduled activities,
objects, people, actions, and ambient sounds and smells. I used the same notebooks as
researcher journals (Merriam, 2009) in which I reflected on my experience, considered
new thoughts and connections, and experimented with ways to graphically organize and
analyze ideas.
Documents. School documents were collected and included administrative
documents such as the school handbooks for staff and parents, newsletters to staff and
parents, motivation quotes for the staff posted by the co-directors in the kitchen and
office area, web posts by school staff and parents, and technical items such as enrollment
documents for parents. Also of interest were historical documents about the founding of
the school, documents about the Shambhala tradition and its interplay with early
childhood education at Alaya Preschool, and transcriptions of staff reflections on the
Principles of Practice which the staff are currently exploring in honor of the upcoming
40th anniversary of their learning community.
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Art-based audiovisual materials. Clark (2004) states that: “When all is said and
done, restricting our communication…to words or ignoring metaphorical processes
unwittingly limits researchers to modalities that exclude the full range of sense making”
(p. 180). Therefore, to fully explore the research question and make meaning of the
experience, audiovisual materials (photographs, art, poetry, and audio recordings) were
generated and collected throughout the study by me and the study’s participants.
Photography. Johnson, Pfister, and Vindrola-Padros (2012) state, “The decision
to use visual methodology in combination with more traditional methods (interviews and
participant observation)” affords “supplementary mechanisms through which to tell the
stories” (p. 167). In this study I employed digital photography as one such mechanism in
order to capture images of the important and characteristic features of the physical
environment (Emmel & Clark, 2011). The staff and I took photographs when the
immediate space was not in use. I captured images which I could later edit to create
portrait-like representations of unique happenings and beautiful moments in the
community’s space. These appear throughout the document. The focus of staff photo
documentation was to photograph meaningful physical features of their learning
environment which symbolized their Principles of Practice. I planned for these images
to be unedited snapshots, but in a couple of cases I cropped the images to remove humans
from the pictures.
Drawings. Since art speaks beyond the scope of verbal language (Spackman,
2012), participants and I used drawing as another supplementary mechanism. To
understand patterns of sound and movement in the classroom environment, we made two
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types of drawings throughout the observation period, at different times of the day.
“Sound Maps” notated sounds in the space with marks that described the nature of the
sound and its position in the learning environment. “Movement Map” drawings
documented traffic patterns and degree of use in the same space. We drew with pencils
using our non-dominant hands in order to counter the tendency to be representational.
A simple map of the classroom, which was directionally marked to aid orientation, served
as a template for both types of drawings. Later during the analysis of findings, I used a
standard graphics computer application to merge the two types of drawings into two
abstract compositions which characterized the noise and activity of the learning
environment. I first encountered similar sound and movement map making as outdoor
activities in an environmental education workshop in the 1980’s, which unfortunately I
cannot cite because my memory fails me. I have not seen the collective compilation of
images as an overall portrait of sound or movement over time as a means of data
representation cited in the literature.
Paintings. As part of the formal interview staff and parents were given the
opportunity to create a watercolor painting, again using their non-dominant hands, to
paint an answer to the question, “What is the culture of Alaya preschool?” An
explanatory prompt was offered for the exercise. Like the drawings, I merged staff
paintings and merged parent paintings to create two abstract works which represent the
culture of the preschool as painted by these participant groups. Children also contributed
paintings created with the same materials but no prompt. These too were later merged
into a single abstract painting. Like the compiled drawings, I have not seen the
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compilation of many paintings into a single painting as a way to represent a collective
voice cited in the literature.
Poetry. As part of the staff and parent interview, participants were offered the
opportunity to use a prompt and write and audio record an identity poem and a poem
about the culture of Alaya. I also independently and privately created a poem about
community’s culture by culling and arranging passages collected from observation notes
(Lahman, Rodriguez, Richard, Geist, Schendel, & Graglia, 2011). My intention was to
pull back for a long view, and to use my voice as a researcher to represent the culture I
witnessed.
Audio recordings. Pink (2011) reminds us that “attention beyond the visual
allows us to recognize the merits of placing other sensory categories at the fore of our
inquiries” (p. 611). Digital audio recording was used in this study primarily as a
functional means to document participant interviews for later transcription. However,
I also recorded several early morning staff meditation sessions in the Garuda room, staff
reading their original identity and culture poems, staff and children singing traditional
and original songs, and a child saying the blessings used daily at circle and snack time.
Data summary: sources and schedule. Throughout the process of data
generation and collection adult and child participants commented on one another’s work
and co-created meaning (Clark, 2001), characteristic of the Mosaic Approach.
I maintained a Data Collection Schedule and Activities summary chart to document the
dates, days, and hours of my site visits, as well as the data collection activities which
happened during each visit. See Table 8. I also tracked the data contributions of
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participants according to twenty different offering types, total number of contributions,
and the number of contributions in each of seven different participant categories. See
Table 9.
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Table 8
Data Collection Schedule and Activities.
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Table 9
Data Offerings.
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Data handling, organization, and management. An audit trail, a
“systematically maintained documentation system” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 12-13) was used
throughout the study. The recorded interviews were downloaded immediately after each
interview from the recording device to a secure hard drive. Electronic versions of all
documents related to the study were stored on the same secure drive. As lead
investigator, I was the only one who had access to the data, with the exception of a
trusted transcriptionist. Hard copy documents were secured in a locked office.
Participants were not anonymous, and while I could not guarantee confidentiality,
I protected it with careful data handling, discretion, and the use of pseudonyms, selfselected by some participants (Lahman et al., 2015), or de-identification in all documents.
I organized and analyzed the data using the Microsoft Office Suite and a video software
program called Animoto (n.d.).
Data Analysis
As previously described, the data set consisted of audio recordings of interviews
and their accompanying transcriptions; observational field notes which included my
reflections on the research process; and artifacts consisting of school documents,
photographs, drawings, paintings, poetry and audio recordings. I examined all data
collected for analysis. This section details the study’s data analysis plans, which were
based on Creswell’s (2007, p. 171) template for coding an ethnography as shown in
Figure 14.
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Cultural Portrait of Culture-Sharing Group

Theoretical Lens

Description
of the Culture

Analysis
of the Themes

Field Issues

Finding One

Finding Two

Finding Three

Interpretation

Figure 14, Data Analysis Coding Template (Creswell, 2007, p. 171).
Interview transcriptions, field notes, and artifacts were organized and integrated to
compose an overall portrait of the preschool’s culture. Field notes were ordered by topic
and incident type in order to support efficient coding and analysis. I transcribed recorded
interviews with the help of a transcriptionist and we lightly cleaned them for distractions
and clarity (Poland, 1995), but only if needed for readability. Nothing of significance
was omitted from the documents.
I employed the constant comparative method to analyze this qualitative data.
Schwandt (2007) defines this method as follows:
Data in the form of field notes, observations, interviews, and the like are coded
inductively, and then each segment of the data is taken in turn and (a) compared
to one or more categories to determine its relevance and (b) compared with other
segments of data similarly categorized. As segments are compared, new analytic
categories as well as new relationships between categories may be discovered.
(p. 37)
Inductive data analysis was emergent by design and consisted of on-going and openended review for content, themes, and narrative (Merriam, 2009; Rossman & Rallis,
1998). I coded and analyzed data during collection to the extent I could (Merriam &
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Tisdell, 2016). Coding during data collection helped guide my choices of what and who
to observe and interview. Coding reflected my personal data filtration and analysis
process (Patton, 2002). Analysis began with open coding, during which I identified
particularly relevant data, and then I proceeded to axial/analytical coding where
categories/themes of data were identified and then sorted (Merriam, 2009). Themes were
responsive to the research question, sensitive to the data, exhaustive, and conceptually
congruent (Merriam).
Once coded and analyzed, the content, themes, and narrative of the data were
interpreted and then reported. Reporting methods included the following: traditionally
written narratives; researcher and participant generated poetry (Lahman, Rodriguez, et
al., 2011); audio samples; researcher and participant generated drawings, paintings and
photographs (Pink, 2011).
Trustworthiness. It was important to employ strategies which ensured the study
was trustworthy (valid and reliable) and had the “qualities which would make it
noteworthy to audiences” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 299). Purposeful sampling, member
checks of interview transcriptions, and artifacts addressed credibility (Creswell, 2007;
Merriam, 1995). The triangulation of data sources and an audit trail supported
dependability (Merriam, 2009). Trustworthiness was gained by participant debriefing of
the final document throughout the writing process (Merriam, 1995), including critical
readers from both the staff and parent populations, and a staff meeting presentation.
Thick, rich description (Creswell, 2007) included alternative forms of reporting such as
poetry (Lahman, Rodriquez, et al., 2011) and visual methods (photographs, drawings, and
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paintings) which aided transferability (Richard & Lahman, 2015). It was anticipated the
findings would be useful to educators, caregivers, and contemplative practitioners, and
therefore transferable (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000) and generalizable (Merriam, 1995).
Ethical considerations. The Belmont Report, published in 1979 by the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, outlines the basic ethical principles of
research involving human subjects: respect for persons, beneficence, and justice
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1979). This report is foundational to
the criteria used by the University of Northern Colorado’s Institutional Review Board to
review research proposals and also to this study’s design. I submitted a proposal for this
investigation for board review in the “expedited” category in that the project’s data
collection plans, minimal risk to participants, and the involvement of children (who are
considered a vulnerable population) matched the category’s description. The board
ensured this project was ethically sound and granted approval to conduct the research
(Lincoln, 2005) between October 16, 2017 and October 16, 2018. See Appendix F.
When considering respect, beneficence, and justice, there are ethical concerns
which are common to all studies- informed consent, assessment of risks and benefits,
and selection of participants. The ways with which I addressed these issues follow, as
well as identification of issues specific to the current study, and the framework within
which I addressed these considerations.
Common to all studies: Informed consent, assessment of risks and benefits, and
selection of participants. Participation in this research was voluntary. The consent and
assent processes made participants aware of the purpose of the study and their rights as
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participants. Written consent consisted of acknowledgement of the receipt of information
about the study and agreement to participate. Consent was gathered once from adults
regarding their own participation and, as a legally authorized representative, once to grant
permission for their child to participate. Assent was gathered verbally or in writing from
child participants. If a child declined participation at any time, that decision would
supersede a parent’s wish for their child to participate.
I employed a developmentally appropriate assent procedure for the children.
I met with each child individually in one of the small Garuda rooms as other children
played around us. Together we stepped through the points on the assent sheet, and each
child signed his or her name on the page to the best of their ability. We sealed the
agreement with a handshake and smiles. To the best of my knowledge the children
understood the decision at hand (Smith, 2011) and that they could change their minds at
will. Only one child chose not to participate. Given that children live in the permanent
present, I practiced iterative consent and request assent on each day a child was interested
in contributing to the study (Eckhoff, 2015). Informed consent and assent were
appropriately documented and privacy and confidentiality were maintained. Forms were
stored in a secure location on the campus of the University of Northern Colorado. See
Appendices G, H, and I.
Every effort to minimize risks to participants was exercised. The risks and
discomforts inherent in this study were no greater than those normally encountered in a
school setting or during face-to-face conversations about non-sensitive topics.
Participants did not benefit directly from participation. However, the disciplines of early
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childhood education and contemplative education and those in relationship with children
stood to benefit indirectly as a result of what was learned from the research project.
There were no compensations related to this study. Participation in the study was strictly
voluntary and could have been terminated at a participant’s discretion at any time.
Selection of participants was equitable and fair procedures for identifying,
recruiting, and selecting participants from the learning environment were established.
The sole inclusion criterion for the non-random purposeful sample was identification as a
stakeholder in Naropa University’s Alaya Preschool. As far as I know everyone who
wanted to participate, and was available to do so, contributed to the project.
Specific to the current study: Unique environment, power differentials, and
meaningful assent. The primary ethical issues of concern in this project included the
following: a) sensitivity to the unique characteristics of the contemplative education
environment (Eppert et al., 2015); b) power differentials when working with children
(Lahman, 2008; Christensen, 2004; Christensen & Prout, 2002); and c) meaningful assent
by child participants (Pyle, 2016). In general, I addressed these concerns by practicing
Culturally Responsive Relational Reflexive Ethics (CRRRE) (Lahman, Geist, Rodriguez,
Graglia, & DeRocher, 2010). As a CRRRE researcher I honored the strands presented by
Lahman et al. (2010):


Be socio-culturally conscious;



Operate from an asset-based framework seeing all participants’ backgrounds as
opportunities for research;



See myself as a change agent responsible for creating environments for all
participants to be successfully heard;
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Creatively navigate varied participants’ communication styles and preferences in
order to co-construct knowledge;



Utilize the individual participants’ stories to expand and build a research
knowledge base and acknowledge the personal perspectives of my identity;



Seek the good through research;



Be reflexive throughout the research process; and



Cultivate relationally reflexive research practices. (p. 9)
With specific regards to respecting the environment while a participant observer,

I read about the setting prior to meeting with the staff before the study began to visit
about behavior expectations for a researcher in the preschool. I then adjusted my plans
accordingly. With respect to power differentials, I reminded myself that children are
intentional beings and I was mindful of my presence regarding physical and
psychological space (Gray & Winter, 2011); respected children’s ownership of their
contributions to the research such as artifacts and interview material (Harcourt & Conroy,
2011); and planned to spend as much time as possible in the classroom in order to
develop intersubjectivity and rapport with the members of the learning community
(Harcourt & Conroy; Lahman, 2008). Overall, I recalled the words of Graue and Walsh
(1998), that:
[There are] three basic assumptions underlying fieldwork- the kids are smart, they
make sense, and they want to have a good life. A humble researcher who respects
kids who host her as smart, sensible, and desirous of a good life will be in ethical
relationship with them. (p. 57)
Researcher ethical stance. I am a holistic, relational (Ellis, 2007) practitioner.
My research plans addressed ethical principles centered on the following general morals:
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non-maleficence, beneficence, a respect for persons, fidelity, and justice (Kitchener &
Kitchener, 2009). I was mindful to employ practices which intended no physical or
emotional harm (non-maleficence) and which protected the rights of my participants.
I paid close attention to informed consent, confidentiality, and privacy issues (respect for
persons). I endeavored to produce work which serves all by bringing positive change
into the world (beneficence). I strove to present my work in accessible, intelligible, and
trustworthy ways (fidelity). I took particular care to be sensitive, reflexive, and relational
regarding power differentials when working others, especially the children, as they were
vulnerable and “always Othered” (Lahman, 2008, pp. 282).
I used the ethical codes and standards from the following organizations as
foundational tools for study design and ethical behavior:


Belmont Report (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1979)



National Association for the Education Young Children (National Association for
the Education of Young Children, 2014)



American Psychological Association (American Psychological Association, 2010)



American Educational Research Association (American Educational Research
Association, 2011)
Summary

Study Overview
In this chapter I discussed the research methods I used for investigating the
culture of an early childhood education preschool setting which is philosophically
grounded in contemplative education and traditions. See Table 10 for an overview of the
study’s design.
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Table 10
Study Overview.
Perspective
Qualitative

Contemplative

Intellectual tradition

Interpretivism

Theoretical framework

Constructivism

Axiology

Researcher privileges outcomes of personal wisdom;
believes art and contemplative practices have the power
to move us; believes fundamentally we are storied
animals

Ontology

Relativism

Suffering and compassion,
non-dualism, basic
goodness, and humility

Epistemology

Transactional and
subjectivist

Learning from the inside
out using contemplative
practices in addition to
traditional learning from
the outside in

Methodology
Type of qualitative inquiry

Qualitative
Ethnographic case study

Methods

Mosaic Approach; shoulder-to-shoulder and walk-around
interviews

Research Question

What is the culture of an early childhood education
preschool setting which is philosophically grounded in
contemplative education and traditions?

Data

Observations, formal and informal interviews, artifacts
(school documents, photographs, drawings, paintings,
poetry, and audio recordings)

Analysis

Constant comparative method; inductive
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Field Issues

Figure 15, Mindfulness Reminder in the Garudas on the Staff Bulletin Board.
One of my prime self-directives for this research was to do no harm. I doubt now
that this was ever a reasonable goal, given the amount of time I was underfoot at the site,
the depth at which I lived in the midst of the staff, and the innumerable requests I made
of the stakeholders’ time, energy, and resources. I do hope this completed study is a gift
to Alaya Preschool’s learning community and warrants my invasion and all of its
unintended consequences.
I think my biggest challenge was simply slowing myself down from the pace of a
maniacal doctoral student, to that of a more thoughtful human being who was mindful of
her speech (see Figure 15), timing, and presence. Having been a teacher in the classroom
for decades, I went into this study knowing how unsettling even a pleasant and welcome
extra adult can be in a classroom. I imagined this to be true from this staff’s perspective
as well and tried my best not to disrupt the flow of the setting unnecessarily.
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However, the management of the practicalities of the study fell to the staff more
often than I would have hoped. I knew this added to their workloads and I was grateful
for their kind and generous support. They helped with inherent field issues such as
assisting with the unwieldy consent and assent processes, watching over the wandering
toddlers of parents who were interviewing, and naturally shepherding conversations
with the children in the direction of topics I was interested in knowing more about. They
never complained of my constant questioning as I dogged their footsteps.
My second biggest challenge was that the children were so engaged in their
learning environment that even after a month of getting comfortable enough with me to
have a conversation, they simply did not want to talk about Alaya or their experiences
with me and pleasantly told me so. It was as if they were perfectly happy for me to share
their space as I did my work, as long as they could go about with their own meaningful
work as well. In the spirit of Alaya’s Principles of Practice, I considered this a workable
situation and shifted my focus to the adults for conversation about the place. I figured,
after all, the children had not committed to writing a dissertation, I had. Most children
did paint a picture for the “book”, and some individual children watched me make
Movement and Sound Maps and then contributed some of their own. Two children made
audio recordings and, of course, they are strongly present in narrative reporting.
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There were several field issues of note with the families. Firstly, one set of
parents did not consent for their child’s voice to be audio recorded. This precluded any
group recordings given that the child was an active participant in all activities who
attended the program for full days, Monday to Friday. This restriction may have been
fortuitous though, in that it pushed me towards asking a single child, a second year
Garuda, if she was interested in choosing some important songs and singing them
“soulfully” into the recorder. She sweetly agreed and chose as her studio the outdoor
playhouse on a fifteen degree morning. Her selections were mindful and her renditions
were lovely. Secondly, one set of parents consented for their child’s participation, but the
child did not assent. Another active participant in the program for full days and the full
week, it was a bit tedious to honor the child’s decision by ensuring this student was not
included in any field observation records or other data collection. Though I willingly
honored the child’s choice, I wish I could have included the student’s many interesting
contributions to classroom dynamics, particularly leadership in dramatic play scenarios
with complicated plots and many actors. Disappointingly, the recording of one parent’s
interview was for the most part unintelligible due to a perfect storm of the parent’s quiet
voice and the unexpected ambient noise of excited children who were in the next room
due to bone-chilling weather. However, thank goodness, the resonant principles for this
parent were heard loud and clear.
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I encountered one regrettable realization about half way through the parent and
staff interviews when a staff emerita recognized I was not using the most current version
of Alaya’s Principles of Practice on which to base conversations. The principle of Noncompetition on the version I was using had been later replaced with a principle about
Safety during an update of the document. I continued with the earlier version since it did
not make sense to do otherwise. While I cannot be certain that the three principles most
spoken about would have remained the same, I do think it is highly likely, given that
Non-competition was not talked about by any of the interviewees as resonant. I suspect
the same would have been true for the principle of Safety.
I experienced several manageable field issues related to my role as researcher on
this project. One was a struggle with staying primarily in the role of the observer, while
feeling a pull to be more of a participant. I guess old teacher habits die hard and was
surprised at how difficult it was for me to “sit on my hands.” My head knew I was
wearing my researcher hat, but my heart and hands wanted to enter the fray of liveliness,
and sometimes did so as a teacher helper, a testament to the interesting people and goings
on in the classroom. I was also surprised at the how challenging it was at first to navigate
the physical space in my stiff kneed and less than nimble current state. I feel sure I
missed some great interactions just because I could not get there quickly enough to make
note of them.
Also, before the study began, the office staff and I decided a laptop would be a
distraction in the classroom. For this reason I took field notes the old fashioned way with
a pencil and notebook. I think as a result I may have taken fewer notes, but again,
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perhaps I was more purposeful and thorough in doing so. In addition, the notebook
served as a sketchbook in which I drew as a way of analyzing and organizing the data and
ideas. This happened frequently and was useful, and likely a process I would have
missed had I been using a laptop. All in all, the field issues were few and far between
and easily addressed, for which I am grateful.
Analysis, Interpretation, and
Discussion
In Chapter IV of this dissertation, I use traditional narrative, research poetry, and
art to present and analyze the findings. I believe it is important to orient the reader by
providing a broad portrait of the Garudas as a representative microcosm within the
community (Wolcott, 2008) before reporting the culture as framed by their Principles of
Practice. Therefore, Chapter IV begins with such a sketch of the Garuda classroom as I
observed it over the course of four months. This depiction starts with a look at the
physical learning environment and its use, which is followed by how traditional, Western
early childhood education theory is practiced in the space. Since ethnography is
predicated on difference (Wolcott), I share several contemplative practices of children
and adults which I had not seen in other preschools, and the idea of holding and opening
space, which surfaced throughout my time there.
A cultural exploration of Alaya’s learning community then follows. First reported
are the stakeholders’ collective self and cultural identifications as expressed through
creative exercises and art. Next shared are their ideas about contemplative education in
general. These are followed by an exploration of the three principles which most
resonated when staff and parents used Alaya’s Principles of Practice as a theoretical lens
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with which to examine the culture of the community: Basic Goodness, Genuine
Relationships, and Kindness, the concepts which emerged as thematically predominant
throughout the data. Chapter IV concludes with a summary and findings are framed
through interpretation and discussion in Chapter V. I believe this ethnographic report is,
as Bowers (1996) describes, “a selection and reduction of all that the ethnographer has
been witness to which itself is a further selection and reduction of what occurs at the field
site” (p. 133).
Lewis (2011) asks, “If story is central to human existence and understanding why,
in the research world, is there not more storytelling” (p. 506)? He continues, “By acting
from that place of not knowing and through the subsequent storying and reflection,
we make small discoveries and beyond those discoveries, in the shadows, we find there is
something else, something more” (Lewis, p. 509). My plan for this ethnographic case
study was to discover “something else, something more” about contemplative early
education, and to tell this story well. So, as they sing before every tea time in the
Garudas at Alaya, “May the story take us by the hand.” See Sound File 3.
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CHAPTER IV
FINDINGS
If you are telling the truth, then you can speak gently, and your words will have
power.
-Chӧgyam Trungpa Rinpoche, The Collected Works

Figure 16, The Garuda Classroom.

Sound File 3, May the Story Take Us By the Hand. (See Appendix J.)
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A Portrait of the Garuda Classroom

Figure 17, Garuda Self-identity Poem from 1998, Written with the Help of a Teacher.
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Sound File 4, Garuda Self-identity Poem from 1998. (See Appendix K.)
The Learning Environment of the Garudas
Alaya Preschool is housed in a renovated ranch-style home in a residential
neighborhood. The interior has been renovated in order to accommodate an office area,
kitchen, and classrooms for the three age groups served. Each age group has an adjoining
playground with an age appropriate water feature accessible by the children. The
Garudas (see Figure 17 and Sound File 4) occupy the connected rooms (see Figure 16),
and adjacent yard on the south end of the building. The classroom also has its own
restroom, which can be accessed from either indoors and outdoors. Staff, children, and I
documented the movement and sound of the indoor learning environment over time in
Movement Maps (see Video/Audio Album 1) and Sound Maps (see Video/Audio Album
2).
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Video/Audio Album 1, Movement Maps.

Video/Audio Album 2, Sound Maps.
One teacher described Alaya’s physical environment as “homespun,” in “that
things show their use, but they show that they have been cared for and loved and used in
ways that imbue all the pieces with something special.” Indeed, the Garuda classroom is
welcoming and comfortable in that it is well-lived in and has been well-loved for
decades. It is a beautiful, eclectic mix of manipulatives, hollow floor blocks, and open
ended art supplies seen in preschool classes everywhere, and original paintings by
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Trungpa and exotic embroidered door coverings brought from India by a teacher’s father.
The outdoor space consists of garden areas and a playground with the standard tricycles
and wagons, a zip line from tree to tree, a stage, and a playhouse built by the parents
decades ago. Children, parents, and staff linger indoors and out, a testament to the
homelike school’s magnetic energy, an “institutional thread” as described by a current
parent who attended Alaya as a child, “something does build over time, whether it is
energetic or actual or just practical...there is something about Alaya that is informed by
being successful for as long as it has.”
Early Childhood Education Theory in Practice
As I observed the Garuda group’s lifework unfold, I saw the staff apply theory to
practice in engaging, developmentally appropriate early education. Their discussions and
purposeful decision making were informed by both philosophical and theoretical
influences, and bound by context of their relationships, as well as figurative and literal
space. Next I will briefly describe knowledge based, shared behavior which was
characteristic of the approaches and actions of the Garuda teaching team and also how
these embodied ideas were evidenced in the classroom’s curriculum and physical
environment.
Maturational theory guided the staff’s expectations of children’s development and
behavior (Gesell & Amatruda, 1941). The rhythm of the day was based on the
developmental needs of the group and responsive to the needs of individuals and the
energy or weather. Children moved freely about the environment as appropriate and
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were not expected to wait or sit for long, though interestingly, I had seen them
demonstrate the capacity to do so.
The teachers used bioecological frameworks to consider a child’s well-being, the
child’s influences on the environment, and the environment’s impact on the child
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 2005). This holistic approach was particularly helpful in the
delicate navigation of a child’s exploration in gender identity and the learning
community’s response to the fluidity of the situation. Of note, the parent of this child
expressed to me her deep appreciation for the staff’s sensitive care of her family during
this time.
Stage theories of human development (Coles, 1970; Erikson, 1950) informed the
teaching team’s ability to foster healthy social-emotional development and align a child’s
behavior with age appropriate aims and trials. This theoretical understanding often
played out in the prowess with which the staff guided “check-ins” where children worked
through a difficult social entanglement with a peer. The socio-cultural theory of the zone
of proximal development was also evidenced in social exchanges during one on one and
group activities in the Garudas (Gredler, 2002; Vygotsky, Rieber, & Carton, 1987). For
example, one morning a teacher worked at the oval table drawing increasingly difficult
mazes on paper for several children who coached one another for an hour about how to
master the different levels.
Alaya’s continuity of care program model inherently respects the importance of
ethological attachment (Bowlby, 1979) in that it offers the opportunity to build
relationships over years. These caregivers were particularly sensitive to the needs of
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individual children and one another, and I suspect this was in part due to the length of
their time together. The learning community as a whole shored up the unfulfilled needs
and wants of others, and as such, kept their members motivated on the long path of selfactualization (Maslow, 1943, 1954). Those who cried were held, the hungry were fed,
and the obstreperous stabilized, adults included.
The child-centered environment was anchored by the innate curiosity of the adults
and the children and the freedom to both teach and learn spontaneously (Montessori,
1964). Both children and teachers brought personal interests to the classroom and
naturally shared information about such things as how to say an English word in Spanish,
Hebrew, or Icelandic. The well-organized homelike rooms and outdoor playgrounds (see
Figure 18) offered generous, but not overly abundant, open-ended learning materials.
Teacher led activities were often presented as tray works reminiscent of the Montessori
Method (Montessori, 1964). See Figure 19. The Waldorf tradition (Steiner, 1970) was
reflected in a puppet stage for fantasy play, see Figure 20, and a single oval table, see
Figure 21, which seated the entire group for meals and tea time pedagogical stories
prompted by Blue Bird and Crystal Bear, who sometimes whispered ideas into a teacher’s
ear (see Figure 22). Songs, blessings, and finger-plays from many traditions were woven
throughout daily routines. See Sound File 5 for a variation on a Waldorf grace (Waldorf
Online Library, n.d.b) said before snacks.
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Figure 18, The Garuda Playground.

Figure 19, A Serendipitous Rainbow Complements the Intentional Design of the Jingle
Stick Project in the Garudas.
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Figure 20, The Puppet Stage in the Garudas.

Figure 21, The Table in the Garudas.

Figure 22, Blue Bird and Crystal Bear.
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Sound File 5, Earth Who Gives to Us.
The staff recognized that developmental milestones are biologically driven
(Piaget, 1936) and they gently supported each child’s growth and needs with timely and
mindful interactions. I never saw them push unrealistically for extrinsically motivated
change. For instance, teachers accepted in stride the children’s varying degrees of
physical ability and waited patiently for children who took an eternity to climb the stairs
or tie a shoe, and offered challenges to the nimble of foot and hand.
These teachers cultivated the children’s interests, from music to lizards, as
primary components of their collective co-constructivist learning (Farrell & DiBello,
2009). Much like the Reggio Emilia approach to early childhood education, the group
co-constructed knowledge and made meaning in the contexts of genuine relationships and
an emergent curriculum (Malaguzzi as cited in Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 2012;
Moss, 2016). One example of this during my observations was the morphing of large
group dramatic play scenarios from the central theme of firefighting to space travel. This
play was supported by teacher dialogue and well-timed delivery of props which extended
the fantasies. Living out everyone’s interests was an operationalized freedom of sorts
(Neill, 1960, 1972), as well as an experiment in associated, interconnected living — a
democracy (Dewey, 1916).
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Contemplative Practices in the
Classroom
Contemplative practices hold value in educational settings (Comstock, 2015).
In this section I describe one contemplative staff activity which happened in the Garuda
classroom before the children arrived (group meditation), three contemplative activities
for the Garuda children themselves (practicing stones, the sand tray, and Kalapa
Ikebana), and the collective practice of holding and opening space.
Staff morning meditation/Shambhala Feeling-Being-Touching. Crossdisciplinary studies in neuroscience and psychology indicate mindfulness and meditation
benefit well-being (Cahn & Polich, 2006; Davidson, 2005; Davis & Hayes, 2011; Hecht,
2008). Sakyong Mipham, Trungpa’s eldest son and the lineage (line of transmission of
Buddhist teaching) holder of Naropa and leader of the Shambhala traditon, speaks about
meditation as follows,
Training our mind through peaceful abiding, we can create an alliance that allows
us to actually use our mind, rather than be used by it. This is a practice that
anyone can do. Although it has roots in Buddhism, it is a complement to any
spiritual tradition. If we want to undo our bewilderment and suffering and be of
benefit to others and the planet, we’re going to have to be resonsible for learning
what our own mind is and how it works, no matter what beliefs we hold. Once
we see how our mind works, we see how our life works, too. That changes us.
(Mipham, 2003, p.5).
One way this learning community committed to transformational change was by
holding a sitting meditation each morning before the children arrived at Alaya.
Schoolwide staff who were available gathered on the floor where the Garudas held circle
time later in the day. A staff emerita described it as “just an opportunity to sit
together…gathering energy for the day…just getting ready.”
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Staff arrived when they could, sat on a pillow or zafu (meditation cushion) for
comfort, and in whatever place and position was comfortable for them. Meditations
began when the co-director rang a singing bowl. See Figure 23. Several minutes of
silence typically followed, and then the co-director asked us to consider feeling, being,
and touching, and our intention for the day. This meditation is part of the Shambhala
tradition and on occasion the meditation leader briefly illuminated these points. Each
meditation ended with another ring of the singing bowl. At this point the energy in the
space felt settled and staff slowly arose, typically chatting quietly about personal or
professional topics. Play Sound File 6 to hear a morning meditation in the Garuda Room.
Note the happy noise of children piling through the door just as the meditation ends.

Figure 23, Singing Bowl.

Sound File 6, Staff Meditation.
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Practicing stones. Each Garuda child had a smooth black “practicing stone”
inscribed in gold with his or her name. As parents signed their child in each morning, the
children acknowledged their attendence by moving the stone from a basket (see Figure
24) to a printer’s tray (see Figure 25). Part of this tradition was a moment to consider
what they might be “practicing” that day, setting a mindful intention to attend to a growth
opportunity of any kind, such as remembering to wear mittens, eating everthing in a
lunch box, or taking care of friends. Some parents reminded their children to move their
stones and set an intention. Interest in the custom waxed and waned as typical with most
rituals with children. At departure, children moved their stones from the tray back to the
basket to indicate their leave taking.

Figure 24, Practicing Stones of the Garudas.

Figure 25, Box for the Practicing Stones of the Garudas.
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On occasion, the teachers incorporated conversation about practicing stones into
the day with individual children or the group at tea time or circle time. On one occasion
a teacher facilitated a morning group activity that was “a reminder that we are all
practicing something.” The children sat quietly on the floor in a lopsided ring as the
teacher selected a stone from the basket and passed it to the child to his left. The children
passed the stones until all were into their owners’ hands. Then one by one they told of
things they were practicing, carefully listening to their peers, laughing at funny remarks
and commiserating with challenges. A collection of the children’s practicing interests
during the time I observed can be found in Figure 26. Many of the concepts regarded
relationships and kindness (Tannock, 2007).
One day while waiting for the crowded doorway to clear on our migration to
lunch, I noticed a Garuda ever-so-gently balancing a practicing stone in some dry stems
near the outdoor water feature. Thinking a stone had travelled from the indoor basket to
the playground, I raised an eyebrow to a nearby teacher. She explained that the Garudas
hide their practicing stones on their playground just before they graduate. As these
stones resurface amongst the play of the incoming Garuda class, the new Garudas are
reminded of their lineage and that it is important to care for Alaya’s people, place, and
things for the Garudas who will follow them.
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Figure 26, Practicing Stones: Children’s Stated Intentions in Classroom Activities.
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Sand trays. A tabletop sand tray garden sat on the top of the art materials
shelving unit beneath a window in the Garudas. Each morning the helper of the day was
announced to the right of the sand tray by a laminated, red name card that was posted in a
metal holder. Some children made this their first stop of the day, hoping to see their own
name. Others were far less interested in the appointment and waited to be told by a
classmate or teacher that it was their turn to contribute to the smooth functioning of the
classroom by assuming extra duties. Interestingly, this role did not seem to carry with it
the magnitude of power I have seen attached to it in other settings. Helpers shook a rain
stick inside and rang a bell outside to broadcast the onset of clean up times, announced
the weather and revealed the day’s yoga pose by pulling a toy or card from the blue bag
at circle time, and chose the tea pouring song and snuffed out the candles after tea time.
See Figure 27.

Figure 27, A Tea Time Table Centerpiece in the Garudas.
Importantly, it was their privilege to arrange the perfectly smooth sand tray
garden whenever the spirit moved them during the morning. The brass bowl to left of the
tray held their tools: tiny rakes, a tiny shovel, stones, a miniature bridge, miniature
buildings, and after winter break a small mirror, a brass bell and child, glass balls, sea
shells, and rocks appeared. On one occasion a child brought an ornament from home,
a Christmas tree built from mustaches, to add to the tray on her day.
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As Harrison (2014) states, “For certainly no one embodies the care-dominated
nature of human beings more than a gardener” (p. 25). With the exception of one raucous
collaboration when the helper was aided by two peer assistants, this was a solitary
endeavor for each child I observed, one executed slowly and intentionally. Some simply
arranged the sand, some used objects, and some even used the rakes and shovel as part of
their designs. When I asked a child to tell me how she knew what to do, she said simply,
“I just slow down and breathe and do it.” As with all contemplative gardening, it
appeared the peace and satisfaction of the process was important to the gardener. The
products, as aesthetically pleasing and lovely as they were, were not commented on by
children or teachers. See Video/Audio Album 3 for a collection of photographs of the
arrangements during my observations.

Video/Audio Album 3, Sand Trays.
Kalapa Ikebana. Each Friday morning, one Garuda practiced Kalapa Ikebana, a
Shambhala contemplative art (Shambhala, n.d.), with a staff emerita who guided the
process with a “gentle embrace.” Together they created flower arrangements “as a
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vehicle for training perceptions and opening to the world” (Alaya Preschool, n.d.d). Each
child chose and cut three elements, some from the outdoors and others from flowers and
greenery donated by a local vendor. These components represented heaven, earth, and
humankind, and the children placed them in a ceramic Ikebana container of their
choosing. This process was thoughtfully and quietly executed with little distraction, in as
much as that can happen in a classroom of preschoolers. Each arrangement was an
expression of “the natural sacredness of our world and at the same time a practice…of
training the mind and heart” (Alaya Preschool, n.d.d). They were displayed on top of the
cubbies with a name card signed by the artist placed in a nearby holder and one of the
first things you would see upon entering the classroom from the back door. Once in
place, the staff emerita expressed her gratitude to each child by placing her hand on the
child’s heart and simply saying, “Thank you.”
It’s just a gesture of connection and appreciation… without getting too directive
and too wordy, you want the experience. You don’t want to really talk about it so
much. It’s just, remind them of what the elements are and…hand them the
clippers…And then they put it in and sometimes staying present for me is letting
go of all of the things I think he [the child] might be doing, just witnessing, so
that’s a helpful reminder for me, just don’t go anywhere with any of this…when
we are walking across the room after we’ve completed the activity…somebody
will usually en route say, “Oh, how beautiful.” Even stray comments like that
have a distracting quality around them. It’s like it takes you into suddenly
looking into and thinking about what you have done as opposed to still having a
little vapor trail of the experience following you. So I really try hard not to say
very much that will be that distraction because it takes you away from being
present.
Lau (2010) states the practice of Ikebana is associated with personal wellbeing in
that it promotes social confidence; offers opportunity for transformational artistic
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endeavor and play; and provides space for the non-linear process of exploring selfidentity (p. 34), all evidenced in the Garuda classroom. Coe (1973) suggests that,
Ikebana, like any other art, is progressive. Deep-rooted in tradition though it may
be, it nevertheless reflects the influences of the ages through which it survives.
Retaining something here, rejecting something there, it is always receptive to new
ideas and challenges and is consequently representative of the society in which it
flourishes. (p. xi)
If so, the album of photographs of Kalapa Ikebana arrangements and the arrangements
themselves tell the tale of a vivacious slice of humanity, warriors one and all. See Figure
28 and Figure 29.

Figure 28, Photo Album of Ikebana Arrangements Made Weekly by the Garudas.
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Figure 29, Ikebana Arrangement Made by a Garuda.
Holding and opening space. On my fourth and fifth days of observation I was
invited to observe parent—teacher conferences for the Garudas. The school was closed
to children on those days and parents were scheduled to meet with the four classroom
teachers for twenty minute appointments. There was a ten minute break scheduled
between each conference. Depending on the family’s structure and availability, one or
two parents or significant others attended.
Chairs were arranged in an oval in the center of the Garuda classroom and there
was a small side table with a singing bowl, flower arrangement, water pitcher with
glasses, and a box of tissues. Conferences began and ended with a warrior bow, a
Shambhala tradition used at Naropa. At the beginning of each conference teachers shared
a few adjectives about the child, as one staff member said, “their heart essence at the
moment,” words that would be incorporated into a poem about the child at the school
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year’s end. Parents responded to the words and conversation ensued. Conversations
ranged from quiet and tearful to loud and laughter-filled. Most parents extended
gratitude to the staff regarding the meaningful experiences their families were having at
Alaya.
It was during these conferences that I first encountered unfamiliar language about
“space.” Staff used phrases like “holding the space of their container” (their physical
teaching environment of adjoining rooms) and “entering held space intentionally” (space
between human bodies, and figurative energetic and relational space). I consulted with
the teachers over time about these nonlinear concepts, especially if I heard language
about space used in the classroom context. I often heard teachers mention “space for
one,” “space for two,” and “space for check-ins” where children and adults worked
through difficult moments. When I asked a veteran staff member during her staff
interview to help me understand “holding and opening space,” she spoke to how teachers
and children hold space,
Holding space is such a sweet thing. Well, holding space as a teacher, when I am
training teachers, is like the big view, when you’re sitting here, can I hold the
school, can I be supportive to know what’s happening in the yard? So it can be
actual space. And it can be energetic space, you know, kind of being an anchor,
…you know that kind of thing like there is a lot of things going on and I’m going
to be holding that space, holding the experience and being aware of it and maybe
even containing it like, with a child, holding the space for a child, or two children.
They’ve been in conflict and you just have them sit next to each other and say,
“Let’s see what you can figure out.” So holding space might be sitting by them,
and they’re holding the space for each other to figure that out even though they
don’t understand what they are doing yet in that space. I might even leave and
move away, but my intention is to be with them over by the climber and I know
they’re sitting under the tree, and I am aware that when the energy shifts to come
back and say, “What happened?” So holding that kind of space, keeping a kind of
attention and awareness to the space. And for a child alone, for them to be
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comfortable, you know, just where they are, and not need anything from their
friend or me or anything, but can you feel comfortable where you are.
To better understand this concept I searched academic scholarship on the off
chance I might find a helpful resource. Unexpectedly, I came upon the work of Hartley
(2008) who developed the grounded theory of opening space to foster a field of learning.
She suggests there are “four consecutive sets of practice illustrating how the educator
creates an external environment conducive to emergent group learning” (p. ii). In the
first practice, educators create a container “that defines the learning space and holds the
learners” and that “includes the physical space and the relational connections” (p. 195)
(p. ii). The second practice is about holding “the learning space open to a diversity of
genuine experiences” (p. ii) which increase “awareness for the learner and the educator”
(p. 195). Collective learning characterizes the third practice, as “within the group, the
open space allows individuals to access their best selves and the knowledge to make
connections” (pp. 195-196). In the fourth practice, educators work to “support a field of
learning that helps” students “apply their knowledge in their home communities,” “the
integration of the internal and external practice [which] is in effort towards creating an
enlightened society” (p. 193). Interestingly, as I realized all of her practices were
evidenced in the Garudas as previously described, I also noticed that her research was
based on an adult learning community in the Shambhala lineage. Might this be an
indication the lineage’s followers and organizations use collective educational
approaches and serve as models of transformational change (Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski,
& Flowers, 2005)?
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Summary
I witnessed education being lived out as a cultural activity of social renewal in
this classroom (Dewey, 1916; Malaguzzi as cited in Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 2012;
Montessori, 1964; Neill, 1960, 1972; Owen, 1817; Steiner, 1970). Integral to this social
renewal were contemplative practices, including meditation, practicing stones, sand trays,
Kapala Ikebana, and the holding and opening of space. This transformative renewal was
continuously celebrated (Niemi, Kuusisto, & Kallioniemi, 2014; Smith-Shank, 2002), in
informal special moments (writing one’s name for the first time) as well as formal
remembrances (birthdays, the Day of the Dead) and traditions (the Lantern Walk, the
Spiral Garden, and the Shambhala Play). So, who were these people; what characteristics
of this learning community resonated with them; and how did they embody their values
in lived practice?
Learning Community’s Identity Portrait
A staff emerita told me, “If you’re here at Alaya it is because you’re interested.
You don’t just bump into Alaya so easily.” Staff described finding Alaya Preschool
because of obvious reasons such as an association with Naropa University or the
Shambhala tradition, called a “heart connection” by one teacher who had attended Alaya
herself as a child. Others met the school by a referral from the community, such as a
former employee, former student, a friend with a Naropa connection, members of the
local early childhood education community of educators, or their realtor. Many grinned
as they described the experience of inquiring into Alaya with a “tell me a little bit more”
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attitude and their subsequent contract renewals, year after year after year, without
hesitation.
Other staff members found the preschool by touring schools in the area and
discovering Alaya was an exemplar in early education. One staff member said about her
first visit, “I appreciated the contemplative approach and everything was developmentally
right on…each room…was set for that age range of children…things seemed pretty
organic. There was enough order but it wasn’t tight, so it could be a relaxed warm
place.” Another teacher, who took a tour to consider the school for her son and later
accepted a position, said she “saw that every space had meaning, every space was lived
into, every space was a teacher in its own way, like the spaces were clear what happens
there, and that to me was just, it’s unbeatable, so we’re here.”
Staff shared that they chose Alaya as a place to work because their ways of
thinking or values matched those present in the school’s culture and tightknit community,
for some due to a connection with Naropa, Shambhala, or Buddhism. A veteran early
childhood educator who moved to the area years ago said her in her initial job search she
looked for a position that was “congruent with me, my values, and my style.” After
many years in the field, she was confident she “would know a good thing” when she saw
it, and she recalled, “It just felt really warm and sweet and pretty sacred here to me.
I was very touched just to be in the environment and observe.” Others similarly
described feelings of familiarity, comfort, and joy which attracted them to the school.
When asked why they stay at Alaya, some staff aid they had found meaningful,
purposeful work in a place where teachers had the liberty to be their authentic selves.
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One staff member said, “I have never felt exhausted leaving here. I just feel really lucky
that I have this job and get to work with these amazing children and people. I couldn’t
think of a better place to be a teacher.” At Alaya their coworkers supported their
personal and professional growth and allowed space for them to manifest their own
beliefs in their work and lives. Several teachers valued the freedom they had to express
their teaching styles and choose their curriculum. One teacher particularly appreciated
that the staff as a whole was willing to work through issues fearlessly without blame.
One teacher described employment at Alaya as a “coming home,” and several others said
they stay because, quite simply, there was no reason to go.
Parents also found Alaya for their families because of connections to Naropa,
Shambhala, and Alaya itself, including two parents who had attended Alaya as children,
and one who returned to the school as a parent after teaching there. Others without Alaya
connections toured the school and many mentioned that its good logistical fit (location,
availability, and scheduling) was a factor in their decision to enroll. One parent feared
this sounded like a “superficial” reason to make such a choice, but went on to say for her
family this was “a conscious effort to try to keep things in this perfect little zone of
local” which “gives them sanity in the busyness of things” and allows them to ride bikes
to school and work. Referrals from the local community also directed families to Alaya,
such as the seventh grade neighbor who still has a gleam in her eye when she talks about
the place, a physician whose daughter attended, an employer, the Colorado Child Care
Assistance Program, and a speech therapist and director of infant/toddler program at local
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university who both recommended Alaya because of its “thoughtful approach to
education.”
Parents chose Alaya’s program because it matched their own philosophical and
educational wants and needs for their families, including play-based education, a balance
of creative and structured activity, and as one parent said, “some sort of consciousness…
spirituality behind the education.” They were also attracted by the diversity of the staff
which delivered the program and their big picture perspective and holistic care of the
children. Many mentioned appreciation of the focused attention staff paid to social,
emotional, and spiritual development. Parents also recognized an abundance of teacher
wisdom in the Alaya staff, which they thought would foster their children’s growth as
well as their own. One parent declared, “They are my teachers as much as they are my
child’s!” Yet another said with a laugh that during challenging times with her child she
tried to “channel her inner [name of her child’s extraordinarily patient teacher].”
Some parents sought characteristics in the learning environment which suited
their particular child’s personality and needs. As one parent shared,
I knew that she would come to the different options that she had for learning.
I knew that she’d come to them herself. That she wasn’t the kind of child who
needed to be told, “It’s time to do this.” I could just see that the way the
classroom was set up, that she would take what she needs from it.
Another parent said that one of the reasons she chose Alaya was that on the prospective
parent tour she found ideas in the Principles of Practice that she thought would benefit
her whole family. She said she loved being reminded daily of the importance of
accommodating mistakes, especially at times like the morning of her interview with me
when she, “came flying in the door…after having, kind of, forgotten to make it here,
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having to tell my son five times to get his shoes on, and my husband can’t find his
pants!”
Many Garuda parents reported that they initially found the learning environment
appealing because it was kind, welcoming, and sweet, and they have stayed at Alaya
because both they and their children feel loved and happy in the school and love it in
return. They found the environment in which their families thrived to be nurturing and
“consistent in its energy, feeling, and care” even when the teaching staff changed. They
also described genuine relationships as ties that bind them to their strong, supportive
community cohort, a result of Alaya’s continuity of care model where families and staff
stay together for three years. Many parents were already grieving their departure, some
eighteen months before it was due. Like the staff, several said, again simply, “Why
would we leave?”
Contemplative Identity Poetry
Identity poems (see page 79) represent the diversity of the staff and help us to
know these teachers as people, not just demographics. Most staff wrote (10 of 13) and
recorded (7 of 13) poems about their identity on their own time and returned them to me.
Two teachers gave me the following feedback for the poetry activity: the “provoking and
meaningful simplicity invites people in” and the “presentation invites participation and
thoughtful returns to the process” over time. Unfortunately, parents were less
enthusiastic, and only one of eleven contributed a poem. The prompt used for the writing
exercise and the poems and recordings are presented in Video/Audio Album 4.
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Video/Audio Album 4, Identity Poetry.
Personal Contemplative Practices
of Staff and Parents
The majority of staff and parents in this learning community incorporated
contemplative practices into their personal lives. Some of these practices were born of
their contact with Alaya Preschool or the Shambhala lineage and others predated their
connection to the school or tradition. The types of practices and levels of commitment to
them varied widely. See Table 11 and Table 12 for the contemplative practices of staff
and parents who conducted formal interviews.
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Table 11
Contemplative Practices of Staff Participants Who Held Formal Interviews.
Staff (S; n =10)
and
Staff Emerita
(SE; n = 3)
S1

Contemplative Practices of the Staff
Sitting meditation, mainly Vipassana insight meditation; walking
meditation; retreats; mindfulness, coming back to awareness; noticing
what body is doing during exercise including hiking and running

S2

Contemplative movement; listening deeply to how I move; sitting practice;
walking

S3

Extreme sports like skateboarding and snowboarding; sitting practice;
yoga; connecting with nature; gardening

S4

Bikram yoga

S5

Yoga/butoh dance

S7

Sitting meditation; dance; creating choreography; sewing

S8

Meditation; teaching meditation; running a contemplative child care center
in France; kyudo (contemplative archery) in the Shambhala tradition

S9

Meditation; learning from Alaya staff about “what you do with space” and
exploring “what kind of brushstroke is your life?”

S10

Sitting meditation, hiking, golf

S11

Flexibility within discipline; learning in different ways

SE1

Steady meditation practice at home; works with the slogans; works to
integrate contemplative methods to online teaching; looking up from my
desk for a big gaze to breathe and refocus and create a gap; ikebana;
simple environments

SE2

Meditation, walking, hiking, dancing, writing, yoga, quiet time

SE3

Yoga; sitting meditation practice; annual retreats including the Shambhala
tradition’s Dathun month long silent meditation retreat, a two week retreat
when pregnant, and one day retreats since her child arrived
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Table 12
Contemplative Practices of Garuda Families Reported by Parent Participants Who Held
Formal Interviews.
Parents
(P; n = 10)
and
Parent Emerita
(PE; n = 1)
P2

P5

Contemplative Practices of Garuda Families

None mentioned
Sitting meditation in designated place in home; year round volunteer creating camp for
10 to 16 year olds for spiritual community including meditation, chanting, aspirational
sayings before eating, practices with flowers, discipline of shooting a bow and arrow in
a Japanese fashion (kyudo, contemplative archery)

P7

Give thanks a lot at morning, at night, at meals; try to breathe together and be still a
little bit; use rituals from the school at home that are important

P8

Decisions that we have made, things we have researched, as far as like our parenting
style or the way we approach things

P13

None mentioned

P14

Mother is a meditator and meditation instructor in the Sahaj Marg tradition; mother
meditates at home every Sunday morning, and also in the morning and evening when
she can; father is a runner and is drawn to Buddhism and reads authors such as Thich
Nhat Hanh and Shambhala’s Sakong Mipham Rinpoche; family has traveled to ashram
meditation events in U.S. and India

P16

Daily tradition of sitting meditation in designated place in home; discipline of
mindfulness and awareness; traditional Tibetan Buddhist visualization practices that
include mantras, some to generate positive emotion; year round volunteer creating camp
for 10 to 16 year olds for spiritual community including meditation, chanting,
aspirational sayings before eating, practices with flowers, discipline of shooting a bow
and arrow in a Japanese fashion (kyudo, contemplative archery)

P20

Lives are rhythmic with clear flow to days; at dinner; wide ranging prayers at night

P22

Daily meditation, sometimes with child; shrines in the home, creating things for season
and occasions in the home; reflective listening and peer counseling among friends
weekly or biweekly at which child is present; communication practices are respectful
and thoughtful between housemates and co-housing community

P23

Taking three deep breaths before we read our night time story

PE1

Like we ring the bells at our house now, since Alaya. And we say the Alaya blessing at
our table every night…thirty years later.
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Definitions of Contemplative
Education: “The land of
awkward silences.”
During formal interviews staff and parents were asked to describe what the term
contemplative education meant to them. Some participants were unable to define the
term, other succinctly spoke to the issue, and still wandered as they worked through their
understanding out loud. Common themes in the shared definitions were personal and
community growth through presence and intention in the context of genuine relationship
and basic goodness, all reminiscent of the Roeser and Peck (2009) definition adopted for
the study as well as Alaya’s Principles of Practice. See Figure 30 for a representative
sample of definitions from staff and Figure 31 for those from parents.
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Figure 30, Contemplative Education Descriptors Generated by Staff in Formal
Interviews.
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Figure 31, Contemplative Education Descriptors Generated by Parents in Formal
Interviews.
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Success for the Children at Alaya
Staff and parents talked about how they would define success in the
contemplative early childhood education environment of Alaya Preschool. Collective
themes revealed a value for basic goodness, genuine relationships and kindness, again
reminiscent of Alaya’s Principles of Practice. See Figure 32 for a representative sample
of staff responses and Figure 33 for those of parents.
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Figure 32, Success for Children Descriptors Generated by Staff in Formal Interviews.
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Figure 33, Success for Children Descriptors Generated by Parents in Formal Interviews.
Hopes for the Children at Alaya
Staff and parents also chatted with me about what they hoped their children would
take with them when they left Alaya. Again, the collective themes revealed a value for
basic goodness, genuine relationships, and kindness, referential of the Principles of
Practice. See Figure 34 for a representative sample of staff responses and Figure 35 for
those of parents.
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Figure 34, Hopes for Children Descriptors Generated by Staff in Formal Interviews.
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Figure 35, Hopes for Children Descriptors Generated by Parents in Formal Interviews.

131

Summary
In this section I shared an identity portrait of the adults in Alaya’s community
including a narrative report based on interview data about the stakeholders’ connections
to and expectations of educational experiences at Alaya, identity poetry, the personal
contemplative practices of participants, and their definitions of contemplative education.
In the following section I describe how the adult members of the learning community
describes its culture.
Learning Community’s Cultural Descriptions
of Alaya Preschool
In this section I present cultural descriptions of Alaya Preschool offered by its
staff and parents. Descriptions include narratives drawn from interviews and
observations, graphics based on creative exercises, contemplative poetry and painting,
and a narrative about resonate Principles of Practice accompanied by staff generated
photographs which represent the Principles.
A Familial Community of Kindness
According to veteran staff members, the organization of Alaya has always been
one of “collegial partnership” amongst stakeholders. They described several broad
cultural shifts they have seen over the years as follows: a move from mostly Buddhist
families to mostly non-Buddhist families; a move from mostly Buddhist teachers to
mostly non-Buddhist teachers who have found “something resonant” at the preschool; a
more refined implementation of their contemplative education practices as they have
clarified their definition of the pedagogy; and a deeper understanding and stronger
implementation of contemplative education brought about by their service as a training
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school. Staff members said that since its foundation the organizational culture of Alaya
has been “lovely and spacious” where there is “no process around how a person should
be, they just are.” Another staff member noted that people experience a depth of “love
and acceptance and feeling really connected to Alaya” even after leaving, to the degree
they have recalled and shared with her fond memories from twenty five years ago and
skills which they have carried with them such as “how to take a breath.”
“It makes me want to be a better person.” The staff used abundant positive
adjectives to describe their culture in general and one member joked that they would
probably all “fit in a contemplative ed booklet.” Many said the culture was “nurturing,”
“caring,” “friendly,” “accepting,” and “supportive.” One teacher grinned as she said,
“It’s inclusive, and warm, and bumpy, and family-like.” A veteran teacher described the
culture as “eclectic, chaotic, but the chaos has an incredible ground to it.”
Collectively, they described a “celebratory,” “close” community of “connection”
and “cooperation”, where there is “a sense of belonging that people feel all along the way
that they’re being met, heard, and seen.” The staff said “independence and individuality”
were valued and there was “an intention to hold a ground that cares for the teachers. Or
allows for teachers to self-care…there’s a space to be in your life the way you want to,
and do the things that are important to you.” One staff member said Alaya is a place for,
“teachers who want to thrive, who want to learn, who want to practice the Principles,
rather than just memorizing them.” Commitments to and peer support for contemplative
practice and self-reflection were mentioned often, as a veteran teacher explained, forty
years later they are still saying, “We’re evolving. This is who we are.”
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“A school for the greater good.” As a way to offer parents a low risk entry into
the research process, the Garuda teachers and I thought it would be sensible to put out
questions about Alaya on the sign in/out sheet early in the study. One teacher called this
exercise First Thought, Best Thought, and the name was adopted. Each question was left
for a week or so and parents could contribute when it was convenient. The questions and
responses are represented graphically in Figure 36. The size of text corresponds to the
frequency with which the word was used.
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1. Please write down the first three words which come to mind
when you hear the word “Alaya”.

2. Please write down three words which
describe how you feel at Alaya.

3. Please write down three things your
family has learned at Alaya.

4. Please identify three of Alaya’s Principles of Practice
which resonate most with you at this time.
Figure 36, Parent Responses to Four First Thought, Best Thought Exercises Conducted
on the Parent Sign in/out Clipboard on Separate Occasions During the First Month of the
Study
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I asked parents to describe the culture of Alaya during their formal interviews as
well. One parent said “warmth” was the first word to come to mind. She continued,
“When I greet people and I see people in the mornings, everyone makes eye contact and
says, ‘Hello,’ actually in a conscious way. So I think it’s just more familial, is my
experience here.” Similarly, parents used positive words like “heartwarming,” “healthy,”
“spiritual,” and “magical” to describe the culture. Other adjectives such as “laid back,”
“gentle,” “peaceful,” and “loving” and “kind” were mentioned frequently. One parent
said, “It is a bit unpredictable, flighty, but that’s ok.”
The culture was described as characteristically “open” and “non-judgmental,”
“welcoming to different ways of life” which were considered “normal”, “embraced”, and
“celebrated.” This culture of “open arms” was further described as “accepting”,
“forgiving,” and “supportive.” Parents said Alaya was “community oriented,” a place of
“close relationships” where people were interested in “knowing,” “helping,” and “seeing”
one another, even outside of school.
Parents said the school’s culture was, “conducive to imagination and development
on all levels…mental, emotional, social, physical” and “growth-oriented, like rich soil.”
One parent summarized, “The culture of Alaya grows out of paying attention to the
magic of everyday life.”
Contemplative Culture Poetry
Participants were offered the opportunity to reflect on Alaya’s culture and
describe it through a poetry writing activity (see page 79). Participation in the cultural
poem writing activity mirrored the identity poem activity. Again, most staff members (8
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of 13) wrote and recorded (7 of 13) poems on their own time and returned them to me,
and only one parent wrote a poem. The learning community’s poems about Alaya’s
culture and the prompt used to create them are presented in Video/Audio Album 5.
Themes which surfaced in the cultural poems included kindness, basic goodness, and the
comfort of family, hearth, and home.

Video/Audio Album 5, Alaya Culture Poetry.
Contemplative Culture Paintings
All participants of the study were offered the opportunity to contribute an original
watercolor painting to the study. Staff and parents were asked to paint the answer to the
question, “What is the culture of Alaya?” Both staff members (11 of 13) and parents
(7 of 11) made contributions. Children were asked to paint a picture for “the book about
the school” and the Garudas offered 21 paintings, and a sibling offered five. Some
paintings were made in my presence during formal and informal interviews, and
classroom observations. Others occurred during my time away from the site and were
saved for my return. The paintings were characteristically pure in color and most were
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simply composed of rising, curvilinear shapes which did not overlap. As a collective,
I believe the paintings captured the authentic presence of joy in the learning environment.
See all of the original paintings and the corresponding compilations which I made in
Video/Audio Album 6 (staff), Video/Audio Album 7 (parents), and Video/Audio Album
8 (children).

Video/Audio Album 6, Culture Paintings by Staff.

Video/Audio Album 7, Culture Paintings by Parents.
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Video/Audio Album 8, Paintings by Children.
Resonant Principles of Practice

Figure 37, Principles of Practice as Part of a Shrine in the Garudas.
The Vidya School was an elementary and middle school in Boulder, Colorado
from 1979-1987. Both the Vidya School and Alaya Preschool were founded by the same
lineage and based on Buddhist and Shambhala principles. The Vidya School Aims (Vidya
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School, n.d.) were modified for use at Alaya Preschool as their Principles of Practice
(Alaya Preschool, n.d.f). These principles are foundational to all work at the school and
are consistently used by the staff to guide their efforts with children, families, and one
another. These Principles of Practice do not live in a file drawer. They are offered to
prospective parents on their first tour of Alaya and one parent emerita’s copy still hangs
above her desk at home thirty years later. Alaya Preschool’s Principles of Practice are
framed (see Figure 37), posted throughout the school, and frequently pondered and
discussed, a cultural tether of sorts. See Table 13.
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Table 13
Alaya Preschool: Principles of Practice.
Principle

Illumination

Genuine relationships

This lies at the heart of the school and is essential of it. It is beyond concept,
method or strategy. Action arises out of the spontaneous intermediate living
quality of the people themselves.

Kindness

Because there is a constant recognition and reminder of Basic Goodness, the
sudden cruelty of impulse doesn’t solidify.

Respect for a child’s growth

The child’s growth needs are not subordinated to the sequence of the curriculum.

No “problem children”

There are children with very special needs, but the atmosphere of “problem” with
its attendant fixations is not introduced.

“Habitual vision of greatness”

A reference to qualify, excellence, greatness, and nobility infuses the
environment and content of the curriculum.

Respect for the passion and
style of the teacher

People are at their best when, within the bounds of the aims and principles of the
school, they feel appreciation and freedom to be themselves, drawing on their
own inherent loves, and personal styles.

Non-competition

The atmosphere includes numerous instances of healthy competitiveness without
setting one child against another as a motivating factor.

Cultivation of inquisitiveness

Within the scope pf the school environment and content of the curriculum,
students and teachers are constantly challenged to inquiry, wonder, and freshness
of mind.

Accommodation of mistakes

Great value is placed on mistakes as the door to understanding. From the
teacher’s point of view, they provide insight into the child’s mind as well as
insight into instructional weaknesses.

Discipline of body, speech, and
mind

Order, attention to detail, doing things thoroughly and fully in all activities of the
school – dress, eating, greetings, cleaning up, etc., are considered essential to the
overall environment.

No blame

By perceiving situations as they are without attaching blame, negativity becomes
workable.

Not afraid of sharp edges

All the negativity and intelligence of the child and teacher is acknowledged
squarely and viewed as relevant.

Celebration

Teachers and students alike take delight in the simple appreciation of each other
and the world. Discipline and delight go hand in hand.

Basic Goodness is the
fundamental reference point

Because, in every situation, the reminder of Basic Goodness is available, trust in
oneself and humor in the environment propel seemingly stuck situations forward.

Sacred world

Because the world is viewed as sacred, every object and person has its own
dignity. Things have their own power, quality, and place. This is the art of
everyday life.
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During formal interviews staff and parents were asked to choose the three
Principles of Practice which were resonating most with them at the time and to speak to
why they were important. One participant mentioned resistance to the idea of having to
choose, given that they are all so intertwined. I was careful to make sure participants
knew that this was but a snapshot in time and not an exercise to place the principles in
rank order in perpetuity, but rather a way to have a manageable conversation within the
time boundary of an interview. The three Principles of Practice which were most
resonant with the adults in the learning community were Kindness, Genuine
Relationships, and Basic Goodness. See Figure 38.

Figure 38, Alaya Preschool’s Principles of Practice Which Resonate With Staff and
Parents (n = 24).
Staff members were asked to take photographs of their environment (sans people),
one for each of the Principles of Practice they chose as the most resonate. Some staff
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found this too difficult to do and declined participation, others found it a challenge but
doable, and others were enthusiastic and took many photographs. The photographs and
each photograph’s corresponding Principle are presented in Video/Audio Album 9.

Video/Audio Album 9, Staff Principles of Practice Photographs.
Summary
In this section, I presented the learning community’s descriptions of its culture
with narrative reports; First Thought, Best Thought graphics; and contemplative paintings
by staff, parents, and children. In addition, I shared a photographic exhibition by the staff
about the environmental features which represent the Principles of Practice which were
resonating with them most at the time. In the next section, I offer an analysis of the
following three themes which emerged from the findings: Basic Goodness, Genuine
Relationships, and Kindness.
Themes
As I sat quietly at the edge of the sandbox on an Alaya visit, I overheard a
jumping child breathlessly announce with unbridled enthusiasm, “We just discovered
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gemstones which if struck by lightning will teleport the island!!!” His friend looked up
from his digging and deadpanned, “What are gemstones?” I giggled because the timing
was impeccable, both in the friend’s delivery and because I was beginning to sift my
mountain of data into the three Principles of Practice gemstone categories which were
most resonating with the learning community at the time of their formal interviews: Basic
Goodness, Genuine Relationships, and Kindness, which collectively may indeed have the
power to teleport our earthly island.
In this section, I introduce each principle as found in literature and the Shambhala
tradition, then share the ways staff and parents describe each principle and its importance,
and finally present observations of each principle in lived practice at Alaya. These
observations are cultural scenes, representative of recurrent social situations, in which
“knowledge actors apply information shared by two or more people that defines some
aspect of their experience” (Spradley & McCurdy, 1988, pp. 24-25).
Basic Goodness

Figure 39, Tea Light Candles in Apples Await the Spiral Garden Solstice Celebration.
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“The fundamental reference point because, in every situation, the reminder
of Basic Goodness is available, trust in oneself and humor in the environment propel
seemingly stuck situations forward.” Trungpa used the term Basic Goodness in his
Shambhala teachings to “communicate some appreciation of the primordial, all-pervasive
ground of wisdom that ultimately defies conceptualization” (Eppert et al., 2015, p. 290).
Chӧdrӧn (2009), a disciple of Trungpa and once a teacher at Alaya, speaks to basic
goodness as follows:
This path entails uncovering three qualities of being human, three basic qualities
that have always been with us but perhaps have gotten buried and been almost
forgotten. These qualities are natural intelligence, natural warmth, and natural
openness. If we are not obscuring our intelligence with anger, self-pity or craving,
we know what will help and what will make things worse. Natural warmth is our
shared capacity to love, to have empathy, to have a sense of humor. It is also our
capacity to feel gratitude and appreciation and tenderness. The third quality of
basic goodness is natural openness, the spaciousness of our skylike minds. We
can connect with that openness at any time. For instance, right now, for three
seconds, just stop reading and pause. (pp. 5-6)
I felt the energetic essence of basic goodness in the Spiral Garden Celebration in the
stillness and reverence present in the yurt as children walked the spiral of pine boughs
holding lit candles. See Figure 39. During formal interviews, staff and parents described
the importance of understanding basic goodness as an integral part of a child’s being as
well as their own. This is a sharp contrast to the commonly held perspective that children
are inherently bad (Staub, 1999) and must be punished in order to become good (Miller,
2002). In addition, participants shared the positive impact an understanding of basic
goodness had on their interpersonal relationships and approach to life, particularly the
hope and strength inherent in the perspective. See Figure 40.
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“Being able to come back to that basic goodness, you can forgive
yourself…hold space for yourself, for the challenges that arise.” One of the first
times I witnessed the concept of basic goodness played out in a child-teacher interaction
at Alaya was after a lunch time picnic on the Garuda playground. I did not know the
children or teachers much at all at this point, let alone what might be appropriate behavior
with the statue of the Buddha on the playground. During clean-up a child had extra water
in his cup and his teacher suggested he find a place to return it to the earth. He marched
to the statue, held the cup over the Buddha’s head as if to pour, and turned to catch the
teacher’s eye. She said nothing and my back stiffened. He poured so slowly and
carefully that for several beautiful moments the water descended in a perfect circle over
the Buddha’s head, face, and shoulders. Our eyes widened and the teacher replied, “That
was special.” Odds are I would have stopped him from pouring the water had she not
been there, out of some notion of disrespectful ill intent on his part, and that lovely shared
experience would never have happened. Luckily, she was there, wiser, and operating
with respect to basic goodness. Other occasions when I observed basic goodness in the
learning environment follow.
Conversations between child actors in dramatic play scenarios are often
enlightening. I overheard the concept of basic goodness embedded in two play
conversations regarding parenting. In the first, one child (playing a mother) said to
another (playing a father), “She IS good. I just wish we could be better parents to her and
not yell so much.” On another occasion one child played a “mommy” and another played
a child. The mommy said, “What is the matter, honey? Are you too sad?” to which the
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child bellowed melodramatically, “I just love it when it snows, and it NEVER snows.”
The mommy replied softly, “Let’s go to the house.” The child stomped her foot and
pouted, “And now I can’t find my wings!” Ever so gently the mother persevered, “I’ll
help.” Perhaps “mommy” learned this light touch from her teacher, who on a high
volume morning mouthed to me with a grin, “The Garudas are here, everyone is older all
of a sudden!”
Parents on the school’s prospective parent tour asked meaningful questions such
as, “What do you hear back from the schools the children attend after Alaya?” The codirector said many different educational settings consistently report one thing: Alaya
graduates work with ease through difficulty and mistakes. Members of the learning
community attribute this capacity, in part, to their attention to basic goodness, and the
children’s beliefs that they are fundamentally good as they are and that everything is
workable.
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Figure 40, Thoughts about Basic Goodness Generated by Staff and Parents in Formal
Interviews.
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Genuine Relationships

Figure 41, Alaya’s Canine Companion Offers Comfort and Play to Children and Adults
Alike.
“This lies at the heart of the school and is essential to any understanding of
it. It is beyond concept, method, or strategy. Action arises out of the spontaneous
indeterminate living quality of the people themselves.” Trungpa (1984) says, “To be a
warrior is to learn to be genuine in every moment of your life” and “discipline is
connected with how to become thoroughly gentle and genuine” (p. 71). Chӧdrӧn (2006)
elaborates,
If you really want to live fully, if you want to enter into life, enter into genuine
relationships with other people, with animals, with the world situation, you’re
definitely going to have the experience of feeling provoked, of getting hooked…
You are not just going to feel bliss. The message is that when those feelings
emerge, this is not a failure. This is the chance to cultivate…unconditioned
friendliness toward your perfect and imperfect self. (pp. 74-75)
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Staff and parents spoke to the pervasiveness of genuine relationships at Alaya.
Characteristic of these relationships were mindfulness, presence, and awareness, which
were sometimes attributed to contemplative practices. See Figure 42.
“[Our history of genuine relationships is like] a good sourdough starter
that’s been around for a long time...and continues to regenerate.” Members of the
learning community frequently referred to and expressed gratitude for the capacity the
staff and families had to build and sustain supportive, genuine relationships, some as old
as the founding of the school decades ago. Not all genuine relationships at Alaya were
between humans (see Figure 41), but all appeared to be grounded in kindness. Adults
and children did not self-segregate, but instead enjoyed one another’s company and the
work at hand in a familial way, not too tight, not too lose. Some observed instances
which I believe evidenced genuine relationship follow.
When times were difficult staff and families sought and received comfort and
support from one another. The staff embraced the sadness of a teacher in a staff meeting,
offering palpable relief to her tearful weariness. When it was mentioned at a Garuda
circle time that a teacher was absent because she was ill, a child suggested they sing their
well-wishing song for her. When a child took an unexpected and hard fall backwards and
was unable to collect himself, he said to his teacher, “Let me look into your eyes.” After
a deep, long gaze, he had found what he needed and recovered.
Children and adults appeared to delight in one another and responded with
resilience to whatever the day brought their way. Humor was ever present and heard in
comments like, “He only speaks in eyebrows today” or “Come on thundering buffalos,
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let’s go outside!” I rarely saw a difficult morning parent-child separation in the Garudas,
perhaps because they have a “good-bye window” through which a child can reach from
the classroom and a parent can reach from the playground for goodbye rituals. Perhaps
the smooth transitions can be attributed to the depth of the relationships in the learning
community and the inherent security present in the company of those who truly care.
Once in a while a child was reluctant to depart in the afternoon. At the first sign of this
happening, a teacher would begin a rousing chorus of the good-bye song and the children
would join in to send their peer almost happily on the way home.
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Figure 42, Thoughts about Genuine Relationships Generated by Staff and Parents in
Formal Interviews.
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Kindness

Figure 43, Food for Thought about Kindness Posted on a Kitchen Cupboard in
Preparation for a Staff Meeting.
“Because there is a constant recognition and reminder of Basic Goodness, the
sudden cruelty of impulse doesn’t solidify.” Mipham (2017) shares, “Kindness takes
us beyond our own thoughts and feelings to the concerns of other, which enlarges our
perspective” (p. 31). He continues, “When we tap into kindness, we can relax in our
being—and then we have the possibility of joining the mundane with the magical”
(p. 32). Chӧdrӧn (2001) explains,
If we acknowledge the love, compassion, joy, and equanimity that we feel…and
nurture it…the expansion of those qualities will happen by itself…In this way we
come to know the difference between a closed and an open mind, gradually
developing the self-awareness and kindness we need to benefit others. (p. 39)
When staff and parents talked about kindness during their formal interviews, they spoke
about the foundational nature of kindness in their personal and professional lives,
kindness to self and others, and the value of learning how to give and receive kindness at
an early age. See Figure 44.
“Kindness is… appropriate in every context. If I’m wondering what to do,
then that is what to do, because that will always be generative…” Kindness was both
talked about and lived out at Alaya. The staff were in the process of reviewing their
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Principles of Practice while I was there and Kindness was one of the topics. Staff
conversations were initiated by small signs posted in the communal areas and continued
in staff meetings. See Figure 43. I observed kind practices and kind exchanges during
my observations, both of which happened naturally in an understated manner throughout
the school. Descriptions of some of these occurrences follow.
Adult-to-adult kind practices included food treats labelled “offered” (to share)
which appeared anonymously in the kitchen, as did exotic flavors of chocolate at a staff
meeting, and bundles of flowers in the entryway. Expense reimbursements were
delivered by administrators to staff with gratitude in folded origami baskets. Teachers
proactively offered to cover one another’s shifts if there was a need.
Children spontaneously cared for one another without direction from adults to do
so. One day at circle time, the children made a spot for a disappointed child to sit next to
a friend. On yet another day the same child was saddened because his spot of choice was
unavailable. He quietly cried as he took another seat, fortunately next to a classmate who
tenderly rubbed his back in a circle as she alternately watched his face to gauge his
condition and whispered into his ear. As the teary child was called to wash up, the
teacher intercepted him, lifted him off the ground with a hug, and said, “Sometimes it is
good to cry. I cry too.” It was common to see adults support children in this way.
Children were not only kind to one another, but to adults as well. During lunch early in
my observations, the child next to me thought two boys across the table were speaking
unkindly about me. She patted my arm and said, “No matter what they say, don’t worry,
I’ll take care of you.”
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Teachers used language about kindness in their interactions with children, for
example, “Check-in with your kindness and ask in a way they can hear you” or “Did you
see the act of kindness she just did? She got up from lunch and carried a pitcher of water
to her friend.” Every so often the teachers would lead a group conversation or a circle
time activity about kindness, such as the one where the children were asked to “Think of
a place or a person who is really kind” and to consider. “What does kindness feel like?
What does it sound like inside?” As children shared answers such as the name of a
friend, or “snuggling with my ‘stuffy’ and my grandma,” or “lighting a candle,” it
appeared they were developing an understanding of the feelings attached to the word.
Children can learn to be kind by living in the presence of those who are kind.
Kindness is often seen in personal interactions between children and adults in early
childhood settings. Indeed, the standards of the National Association for the Education
(n.d.) have professionalized kindness and caring by recommending caregivers understand
the developmental needs of young children so that they offer care settings which are
supportive and foster positive relationships. While this can be seen at Alaya, staff also
verbalized and manifested a commitment to leading and modeling a kind life. Holding
such an intention as a life’s work is far more difficult than being shallowly kind, but can
lead to a deeper understanding of kindness, the kind that afforded a teacher the presence
to sit quietly for an hour with a weeping parent and share the pain of profound loss.
In this way the staff at Alaya are kind caregivers, in the truest sense of the words.

155

Figure 44, Thoughts about Kindness Generated by Staff and Parents in Formal
Interviews.
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Reflections
There is much talk at Alaya about recognizing beginnings, middles, and ends, of
activities, stories, experiences, life journeys, and life itself. Such transitions are
considered meaningful times of reflection (Brown, 2014). At the conclusion of data
collection, most of the staff wrote about their participation in this study using a one page
prompt designed to help make meaning of their experiences. See Appendix L. I asked
them to consider what they had learned about themselves, Alaya’s culture, contemplative
education, and for other thoughts they would like to share. The responses of the staff can
be found in Table 14.
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Table 14
Reflections of the Staff at the Conclusion of Data Collection.






























What staff learned about themselves…
I knew many concepts of Contemplative Education before but the project influenced this. It opened up
avenues of creativity and brought deeper connection to concepts and also invited me to articulate them
which also invited me to question and readdress them.
I love my job. I’m lucky to work here.
Alaya is a part of me. I am Alaya, because this is where I can be myself.
That observations are important. Teachers are too much on their own in the classroom.
That I care about Alaya Preschool more than I thought I did. Also that I can articulate a bit more than I
had thought I could.
I used to feel that I didn’t know much about how Contemplative Education is brought to our children in
the classroom. But now I can offer insights to others about what we do with the children that is
contemplative.
I let others assume that I don’t know what I am doing, because of my name, look, and accent. I need to let
(inform) others know I know what I am doing by being comfortable saying “I know this/that. But how do
you do it?” instead of saying, “Ohhhh…ok…”
What staff learned about Alaya’s culture…
I learned we can go much deeper into connecting with parents about Contemplative Education and I am
encouraged to solicit their experience more.
Our culture is unique, but really it’s relating to kindness in ourselves and others.
Accepting. Open hearted. Brave.
Is that it is loving and caring.
I don’t think I learned anything (consider my role as teacher for almost nine years).
I learned to think more deeply about how the principles of practice relate in the classroom environment.
Alaya has lots of traditions (old and new). As a new teacher there is so much to learn about Alaya culture!
[This] can sometimes be hard for me to follow and learn. It might take me more than three years to learn
all the traditions.
What staff learned about contemplative education…
Articulating and creating opportunities to articulate how others feel or express (especially in writing or
drawing or poetry) deepens the practice of Contemplative Education.
Contemplative Education can never be defined by one thing, but is many beautiful expression of kindness
into one.
It is valuable to see Alaya through other eyes. Gives perspective and brings more clarity to the benefit of
contemplative teaching.
How Basic Goodness is important.
Not sure I learned anything (consider my role as teacher for almost nine years).
Allowing each child to have the time and space to understand the best way for them. Bring awareness
towards children to make good choices.
Contemplative Education is educating where the child is based on emotional, social and cognitive
development.
What staff shared about the project and its processes, and other thoughts…
I appreciated the ease and creativity Christy brought to the children, staff, and parents and how she
brought her own expression and wove it into our day and lives organically. She opened new doors and
new ideas for everyone. Proactive and spacious.
It was a real pleasure having you here! I appreciate your inspiration and thoroughly detailed process.
Christy, this is [an] amazing project, the process has been smooth and that is just because of you. You
have such a loving presence. Thanks!!
I love it and was happy to participate in it and am grateful it happened in the fashion that it did.
I look forward to your presentation at our staff meeting and would like to see how we could make it
available to parents.
Thank you for this project. It made me be more aware and reminded me why I decided to be a teacher!
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Summary
In this chapter, I presented the study’s findings organized in three sections as
follows: a portrait of the Garuda classroom, the learning community’s identity portrait,
and the learning community’s cultural descriptions of Alaya Preschool. Next, I presented
the three themes which emerged from analysis of the findings: Basic Goodness, Genuine
Relationships, and Kindness. These themes were present from the inception of data
collection in observational field notes, interviews, identity and cultural poetry, and school
documents. They were then confirmed when participants chose the themes as their most
resonant Principles of Practice. I close this chapter with a vignette which exemplifies the
presence, care, and meaningful work integral to living out Basic Goodness, Genuine
Relationships, and Kindness in practice. This scenario left the teacher and I giggling at
the absurdity of it all, yet it helped me frame the findings in the contexts of embodied
presence (Miller, 2016), care theory (Noddings, 1984), and the theory of work and human
evolution (Krahnke, 1999), as presented in Chapter V.
A One Act Check-In: Two Preschoolers after
Twenty Five Years of Marriage?
The air was cold, the sun was warm, and it was late on a December morning
during clean-up time on the Garuda playground. The actors in this scenario were a
teacher (T.), a Garuda boy (B.), a Garuda girl (G.), a third Garuda child (C.), and me, the
researcher (R.). Two children, B. and G., had crashed heads and were histrionically
blaming one another. The teacher had suggested the children sit together at the picnic
table to “check-in and work things out.” Crossed arms and a mix of whispered and
screamed conversation indicated progress was glacial in pace. While the children stayed
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at the table to work through the issue, the teacher held the space for the check-in from
afar and continued to assist with clean-up, returning to their conversation periodically.
After about ten minutes she asked the children,
T.: Do you want to be here a long time?
G.: No.
B.: No.
G.: You are lying! (Yelling.)
B.: Am not. You are a liar, so stop pretending! (Yelling.)
T.: Does that feel good?
G.: No.
B.: No.
T.: So you need to figure out how to do it.
The teacher returned to clean-up, monitoring from nearby, and came back after about
five minutes.
T.: You guys aren’t yelling, so something has changed.
Talking became hushed, then louder.
G.: But you didn’t. I know!
C. to R.: They really should help clean up the playground.
R. to C.: They are working something out.
C. walked away with a shrug.
B. to R.: She’s saying I bumped her head and I didn’t!
G. saw an opportunity to wander from the table and T. retrieves her.
T.: You both aren’t checking-in, you are not taking the opportunity. How can you be
kind?
B.: Maybe [name of classmate] bumped your head.
G.: YOU DID!
B.: How can you see when someone bumps your head?
G.: Ok, I’m gonna check-in.
B.: She’s saying she’s checking-in, but she’s NOT!
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G.: YOU have to check-in with ME! You’re not checking in with me!
B.: You’re not letting me talk.
G.: I am just climbing on these chairs.
T.: What could you do if you need to be kind right now?
B.: Let me tell you about [something off topic].
T.: I’m leaving.
The teacher returned shortly.
B. to G.: First you have to check-in with me, because I didn’t do something mean to you.
T. to G.: What do you need from B.?
G.: An ice pack.
T. to B.: What do you need?
B.: A hug.
T. to G.: We’re not getting the ice pack right now. What else do you need?
G.: I have an alligator on my head.
T.: Do you want B. to take it off, give you good energy?
B.: I don’t want to bump heads any more.
T.: Remember what she needed?
G.: Ice pack.
B.: Hug.
B. and G. hugged so hard G. fell on B.’s hand and this time B. accused G. of assault.
T. silently walked the squawking children through the adjacent Snow Lion playground
and their picnic to get an icepack from the kitchen. This time, B. drifted. Upon return to
the playground T. asked the pair,
T.: Are you two finished or still feeling grumpy?
B.: I need another hug, but NOT SO HARD.
The children shared hugs and grinned ear-to-ear as they walked hand-in-hand indoors
for lunch. As the Garudas said after each tea story, “Snip, snap, snout. This tale’s told
out. Crick, crack, crumb. This tale is done.”
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CHAPTER V
FRAMING THE FINDINGS: BEING,
FEELING, AND TOUCHING
Every act of our lives can contain simplicity and precision and can thus have
tremendous beauty and dignity.
-Chӧgyam Trungpa Rinpoche, Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism

Sound File 7, Singing Bowl.
Introduction
Clearly, Alaya’s learning community valued Basic Goodness, Genuine
Relationships, and Kindness, all integral to their Principles of Practice and the
Shambhala tradition. Yet what supported their capacity to live out these values in both
their personal and professional lives? As I contemplated this question (see Sound File 7)
it occurred to me that the adults and children alike were all engaged in the meaningful
work of life. Their belief in basic goodness freed them to embody presence, which in
turn freed them to fully engage in genuine relationships grounded in kindness.
Previous scholarship about embodied presence (Miller, 2016), care theory
(Noddings, 1984), and the theory of work and human evolution (Krahnke, 1999)

162

supported this new understanding of the culture of Alaya. See Figure 45. This chapter
begins with an introduction to these ideas which is organized as a Shambhala meditation
about presence (being), care (feeling), and meaningful work (touching). Next I present a
collective look at these ideas as practiced at Alaya and described by the participants.
Woven throughout this chapter is the strong presence of the voices from the learning
community. This project closes with a look at what Alaya has left in its wake thus far,
recommendations for educators and future research, and final thoughts.
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Figure 45, Findings Framework.
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Being
“[The] basis of Alaya is being authentic,
is being present in the totality of who you are,
and not for the sake of your own benefit, wholly,
but also for the sake of benefit of others.”
Embodied Presence
Throughout data collection, I pondered what enabled everyone to care so deeply,
sensitively, and without reservation, and then recognized embodied presence was integral
to this ability. As I read about embodied presence, I came upon the work of Miller
(2016) tucked in a chapter about mindfulness in the health field. She writes specifically
about self-cherishing and offers an explication of embodied presence so strongly
reminiscent of my observations at Alaya that it was an obvious concept which supported
the findings.
Miller says embodied presence is organismic wisdom, the characteristics of which
when played out present as clarity, confidence, tranquility, and presence. Like basic
goodness, this is a way to know and accept what it means to be human, for better or
worse. She goes on to say that organismic wisdom is connected to organismic
compassion, which involves the emptying of distorted narratives, and presents as
equanimity, willingness, humility, and connectedness. See Figure 46.
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Figure 46, Organismic Wisdom and Organismic Compassion (Miller, 2016, p. 345).
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Feeling
“If we are hard on ourselves,
the tendency to be hard on others is very great.
So to me education is about taking care of ourselves
enough that we can love ourselves
and all of our failings, in all of our imperfections,
and that we embody that so
the children map from that presence…”
Care Theory
Given what I saw during my prospective site visit and what I knew about
contemplative education, I suspected a culture of care would be present in the
environment and it was. Familiar with Noddings’ (1984) care theory and her work
regarding its relationship to education, I once again found pleasure in its uncomplicated
frame as a way to look at the lived practices of care in the learning environment.

CARING RELATION

Acknowledgement
of receipt of care
by cared-for

One-caring

Gift of care

Figure 47, Noddings’ Care Theory: Caring Relation.
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Noddings describes the parties and engagement of care as follows, “In an
encounter or sequence of encounters that can appropriately be called caring, one party
acts as carer and the other as cared-for. Over time, in equal relations, the parties
regularly exchange positions” (Noddings, 2012, p. 772). Carers must be “attentive” by
watching and listening and are “likely to undergo motivational displacement; that
is…motive energy will begin to flow toward the needs and objectives of the cared-for”
(p. 772). The role of the cared-for is to show “somehow that caring has been received”
and this “response of the cared-for completes the caring relation” (pp. 772-773).
See Figure 47.

COMPONENTS
OF MORAL
EDUCATION

Confirmation

Practice

Modeling

Dialogue

Figure 48, Noddings’ Care Theory: Components of Moral Education in the Care
Perspective.
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There are four components of moral education related to the care perspective:
modeling, dialogue, practice, and confirmation (Noddings, 2002). Modeling is about
showing how to care, the best of which is “when we care unselfconsciously, as a way of
being in the world” (p. 16). Dialogue is fundamental and “always involves attention to
the other participant, not just to the topic under discussion” (p. 17). Practice is essential
because in order “to develop the capacity to care, one must engage in caregiving
activities” (p. 19). Finally, confirmation is about “attributing the best possible motive
consonant with reality” which “draw[s] the cared-for’s attention to his or her better self”
(p. 20), again reminiscent of the concept of basic goodness. See Figure 48.
Touching
“But there’s a certain transformative quality
of working in an environment where
we’re working with all of these pieces [Principles of Practice]
on an everyday basis.”
Theory of Work and Human Evolution
Near the end of data collection and during coding and analysis, I realized that
both presence and care were engrained in and supported by the organization’s work
culture. I recalled Krahnke’s (1999) theory of work and human evolution and indeed her
theory contained the elements of the work culture which I had seen at the preschool.
See Figure 49 for a graphic representation of the theory.
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Figure 49, Krahnke’s Theory of Work and Human Development (Krahnke, 1999,
p. 127).
Alaya: A Tapestry of Being, Feeling, and Touching
Previously shared data descriptions captured the themes of basic goodness,
genuine relationships, and kindness in the lived practices at Alaya. They also illuminated
how the entire learning community displayed presence, care, and meaningful work in
their daily lives. At this juncture, I return to the collective wisdom found in the words of
the participants, and share how they described their own community with regards to these
manifestations.
Palmer (2000) says, “The deepest vocational question is not ‘What ought I do
with my life?’ It is the more elemental and demanding ‘Who am I? What is my nature?’”
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(p. 3). He continues, “Our deepest calling is to grow into our authentic selfhood” (p. 3).
If we are extraordinarily fortunate, we find a “true vocation” which “joins self and
service” (p. 4). Many staff at Alaya said they believed they had done just that. One
teacher shared, “It’s a mix of what I believe in my life and acting in the world and
manifesting that and supporting that in children and families too.” Another staff member
said,
There is something much more trustworthy about devoting your life to feeling and
basic goodness and extending that to others. And I feel like Alaya…supports that
development and that initial nurturance that children need. It supports it from a
place of the children, it supports it from the place of the staff and teachers, and it
supports it from the place of the parents.
Krahnke’s ideas about work and human evolution were present during
observations (1999). Staff were grateful for the space and support to search for their own
essence, in the context of service to others. One staff member said, “I’d never been
happier, as far as feeling like I’d chosen a job and a job had chosen me in a way that has
brought me so much joy, and I get to contribute to a really tightknit community.”
Another said, “I am continually learning…making more space and spontaneously healing
in my life, watching this process happen and participating.” Yet another expressed
security in the midst of change,
Maybe [it is time to] reassess what you’re doing, or what you’re going through.
Or what’s happening in your life. And sometimes that means, “Oh, I’ve got to
have a different job,”…but I feel like here, people really hold you where you’re
at. They really recognize you, see you, and work with you where you’re at. And
it’s okay to be where you’re at.
Staff members were committed to their own personal and professional growth, as
well as that of their colleagues and the families in their care. As one teacher said,
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“I’m getting an education here. I am growing as a human being.” Another teacher was
inspired by the “dedication, the growth that we have, the learning habits here.” Staff used
the Principles of Practice framework as a visible guide with which to live and serve with
mindful intention, manifesting the mission of the school on a daily basis. Invisible
guidance was found in their personal contemplative practices and practices present in the
school. The diverse staff had chosen their work purposefully and were doing what they
enjoyed, and one even said, “We work in heaven!”
Caring interactions as described by Noddings (1984) were characteristic of the
environment, between adults, between children, and between adults and children. Those
caring offered the gift of care and those receiving acknowledged its arrival. The learning
community as a whole displayed the educational components of care (modelling,
dialoguing, practicing, and confirming) during caring interactions. Check-ins happened
consistently, and the learning community increased their capacity to understand feelings
and give and receive care by checking-in during challenging circumstances. One teacher
reported how one child who had been in her class at Alaya carried this skill with him,
A little boy…was being bullied at school… And they were in a meeting with the
families. The adults were with the children…basically, the little boy…who was
from my class, who had been bullied pretty severely from this other little boy, was
able to say in the moment, “How does that feel for him?” He actually
acknowledged, and this was I think in first or second grade…The little boy who
had been bullying, who had his head down. And the little boy wanted to check in
with this other guy about how it felt for him to be in that room. It’s pretty
powerful. I feel like there is that checking-in with ourselves, and being-in
ourselves [which] allows children to feel what it is to be in themselves. And I
think that that’s sort of the constant at Alaya. You teach who you are. I feel
that’s very true. You teach who you are. So when we choose to arrive, open and
kind and genuine, then the children can learn to be open and kind and genuine.
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Individual members of the community exhibited embodied presence as clarity,
confidence, tranquility, and presence, as well as compassion as equanimity, willingness,
humility, connectedness (Miller, 2016). As one staff member described,
That simple piece, where we approach, [that] the whole situation is basically
good…where we’re coming from this place of genuine relationship, and basic
goodness. That people feel something there…an acknowledging of our real
humanness…Contemplative education is [about] how we arrive in ourselves in
the classroom. It’s not the trappings, it’s not ringing a gong, or having a moment
of silence, or doing yoga with children…It is how we, as teachers, work with
ourselves so that we can arrive in the classroom aware of our own filters, and
able…and willing to work with them…Authentic presence is being willing to be
in the raw realness of it, whatever that is...a willingness not to push anything
away, but to really meet it, and work with what is.
I wondered too about whether an organization can embody presence, mentioned several
times by staff and families as an energy that had built over time. They found it difficult
to describe, but alluded to some of the characteristics identified by Miller. One staff
member described it as a “magnetizing quality” that made people want to stay and
support the school and its people, “that butterfly feeling” you get when “you see someone
you like.” Whether near or far, it appears Alaya’s people embody its essence.
What Has Alaya Left in Its Wake?
“Based on my own experience growing up…
[in] the Shambhala culture…
this notion that at the core of very human being is sort of
unmitigated openness and tenderness and availability…
I can feel that atmosphere.
I know it in my bones…
That’s what I really, really hope to have for my children —
is that they know what that [basic goodness] feels like their bones.
Alaya is an extension of that principle, and that environment,
and that inspiration about how humans can relate to one another.
So it’s kind of like Alaya reinforces my most great, cherished aspiration.”
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Families and staff appear to carry Alaya in their bones, as this parent described.
Members of the learning community, past and present, embody and manifest the
philosophy, spirit, and essence of the school in the greater world in far-reaching and
transformative ways. Staff, parents of children currently enrolled, and the mother and
daughter of a family who attended twenty years ago, shared stories with me about what
they think the preschool has left in its wake. A few of those tales follow.
Inclusivity
Parents said their children adopted inclusive language and thought processes
from Alaya and applied them in their social-emotional lives outside of school. One child
explained behavior by saying, “Mom, that’s just who I am” and “Mom, it’s just who
YOU are.” Another child counseled his mother, “We let me be me,” “We let [brother] be
[brother],” and “We let Mommy be Mommy.” Inclusion extended to the animal kingdom
as well, as reported by a parent whose family’s freshly picked pumpkins were serving as
a buffet for the neighborhood squirrels,
I said something along the lines of, “I’m so frustrated with those squirrels. I wish
that they weren’t here!”…And my child said, “No, I wish that the squirrels
thought the pumpkins were bad for their bellies.”…Here’s me wishing away
squirrels, and she had come up with…no, the squirrels are here, let’s respect
them, but let’s wish that they didn’t like the pumpkins. And I just thought that
that doesn’t come from me. And I felt like that came from here…that’s an Alaya
thing for her… We see Alaya all day, every day, which is so lovely.
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Social-Emotional Intelligence
Parents also reported that their children had the capacity to check-in with
themselves and others outside of Alaya. Some parents were grateful their children were
able to identify, articulate, and respond to their own social and emotional needs at such a
young age, given that these skills still challenged them as adults. One parent shared,
There [are] many occasions where my child tells me what she needs emotionally,
especially when she needs space…That’s a big thing for her…She learned that
here. She learned how…to locate what she needs emotionally and say that. And
then she really follows through. When she really needs space she takes it, and
when she’s done, she’s done…it’s pretty impressive.
Some parents had seen their children use check-ins appropriately with children
outside of Alaya who were unfamiliar with the practice, such as described by this parent,
We’re playing with other kids at our house, and we’re like, whoa, that wasn’t
kind…something went wrong, someone got hurt…and it’s still really challenging,
but it’s like, ok, I can drop my story, go and say, “Look, what do you need right
now?” and be with it. One of my favorite things to see [is when] friends of ours
who live in the community [but] don’t come to Alaya…see how the kids interact.
When they see that for the first time, they’re like, “Whoa! That’s the future of
kids? Cool!” I’m super proud of those moments, those are good.
Resilience
Alaya is a place where a child, who has spent the better part of an hour
painstakingly constructing a large pyramid out of magnetic tiles, turns upon its collapse
to a researcher and says, after deep breath, “Finally, we can collect the white ones.”
Such resilience serves one well throughout a lifetime. One of the veteran teachers shared
a touching story about resilience born of Alaya’s culture of care, present long after
graduation from the preschool.
One of the children had a drowning, from Alaya, he was…sixteen. And a lot of
the community of Alaya was still in his life. And what they chose to do to heal
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through that, themselves. You know, so having that kind of ability to work with
everything that comes up and not be afraid of it and to work with others in that
way. Well, they chose to go back to the place, where he had drowned and have
some time to just to be there, first. Because a lot of them were with him then.
And then there was a memorial. But how the memorial unfolded I felt like was
different than someone would put together, you know. That there was a lot of
space, a bringing together of their history, and just stillness. Stillness to
appreciate the pain, the love, the change that was happening.
Deep Breathing, Bells, and Blessings
A teacher told me that several years ago the Garudas had taken a local field trip
by city bus. As the return bus pulled up to take them home, she had said, “Ok, Garudas,
the bus is here, it is time to get on.” An older woman overheard her, boarded behind
them, and said, “Are you guys from Alaya? I used to be a Garuda.” The teacher said on
three other occasions people she did not know in the community had begun conversations
with her about Alaya and shared fond memories and how they were taught to take a
breath. The teacher said, “People really love this place…It really sticks with them
through their whole lives…this is a culture of love and acceptance, and feeling really
connected to Alaya even though people leave…our culture is a lot of love and family.”
Many families mentioned they had integrated Alaya’s rituals around food service
into their home practices, as did this parent,
She likes to ring the gong sometimes before we eat, and she has given us very
clear instructions…and if we deviate from those instructions she’s like, “No,
that’s not how it’s done,”…she has a quality like, “Oh, it is important to take a
breath and this is why.” It is not just…there’s a sequence of things and you have
to do it according to the sequence…there’s some element of like, “We need to
take a break, think of other people.”
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One family first learned to ring a bell, call “friends” to the table, and say the Alaya
blessing before meals thirty years ago, and are still doing so today. The mother and one
daughter of this family offered to share reflections about Alaya and its impact on their
family, some of which follow.
The Long View
Three decades ago, a young mother with a full time job hoped her daughters
would be “safe” and “happy” in preschool and that their experience would be “as deep as
it could be.” Now the parent of thriving adult children who brag of once attending
Naropa’s preschool, she said, “I feel really lucky, blessed that we found Alaya. It will
carry [on] through…them [my daughters] if they have children.” This mother and one of
her daughters similarly described how Alaya positively changed their lives.
The mother told me, “This is a community of friends. People really mean it.
That’s really lasted.” Both mother and daughter started social relationships at the
preschool which have stood the test of time. The mother found friends among the other
mothers in the cohorts her daughters attended, and today members of this friendship
circle work together on social justice issues. She has also remained close to a classroom
teacher who helped her understand the concept of basic goodness, which changed her
perspective on life dramatically, and taught her about child rearing. The daughter’s
friends from Alaya are “extremely close or close” and serve as “confidantes, shoulders to
cry on, and advice-givers.” She continued,
One of the amazing things about this, is the sense of community Alaya created. A
community that now extends to multiple states. My friends who didn’t go to
Alaya have little to no recollection of preschool. However, my Alaya friends all
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have distinct memories of their time there and most are still in touch with at least
one person from that time.
The daughter said, “I cannot think of more genuine relationships, and know that at this
point, they are friends for life.”
The mother described the school at that time as “creative,” “really peaceful,” and
“always calm.” She continued, “Nobody raises their voice. It’s always just this sense of
calmness and order and camaraderie.” She considered the way the staff worked through
conflict resolution at such a young age as “magical.” She said she could still recommend
Alaya with confidence because even though the staff has changed since her time as a
parent at the school, she knows that the culture “is not built on a particular person at all
and the teachers are expected to carry the philosophy in their classes, as best matches
them.” She said the school was “a family school,” not just for the children, and that is
one reason her family has supported the school throughout the years as a donor. She
declared Alaya’s culture “long lasting,” one that “contributes to the greater community,”
and added, “I don’t think most preschools do that.”
The daughter said her time at Alaya impacted her “creativity” and “delight in
play,” and “instilled how to be a great friend…[and] entertain herself.” She also said her
love for storytelling and birthday celebrations started at Alaya and that she still enjoys
hearing and creating stories and making sure birthdays are “so special.” She thought her
“fondness” for school and learning “originated from passionate teachers who loved their
jobs” at Alaya.
The mother attributed her daughters’ sense of fairness, active interest in politics
and social justice issues, diverse circles of friends, and employment as educators, to the
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“foundation of inclusiveness…of being gentle…of everybody plays a part” which her
daughters received at Alaya. She said that of all the friendships they have collectively
maintained from that time, she could not think of a single person or family “that doesn’t
contribute to the community in a significant way.” She believed one of the goals of the
staff for Alaya’s work was that “parents and children would take the philosophy out into
the world,” “carry it with them the rest of their lives…just in the way they present
themselves.” She also believed that indeed that was happening.
Recommendations
Trungpa said, “We cannot change the way the world is, but by opening ourselves
to the world as it is, we may find that gentleness, decency and bravery are available—not
only to us, but to all human beings” (2010, p. 107). The contemplative education model
at Alaya offers many ways with which educators and families may open themselves.
Among them are pausing to breathe, setting intentions, deeply focusing on meaningful
work, and listening attentively to oneself and others and responding accordingly. These
mindful and caring approaches are transferable to other educational settings, regardless of
curriculum; the age, gender, race/ethnicity, or socio-economic status of the population
served; or whether a setting is religious or secular, private or public. I cannot see a
downside to more gentleness, decency, and bravery in the world, and hope learning
communities of all types will try to implement some of these methods.
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At the close of this study I found myself curious about several things which may
also interest others.


What does healthy silence look like when it is a part of mindful speech in
the communication between adults and children?



What would a deeper exploration into “holding space” in this learning
community unearth?



Could a contemplative early childhood education learning theory be
developed?



What would rhizomatic analysis (Leander and Rowe, 2006) of interactions
in a contemplative early childhood education setting reveal?



If Miller’s humanness in embodied presence (2016), Shambhala’s concept
of basic goodness (Eppert et al., 2015), and Noddings’ attribution of best
motive (2002) were compared and contrasted what would be found?



Hartley’s (2008) theory of opening space to foster a field of learning, was
first observed in an adult Shambhala learning community in Nova Scotia,
yet also rang true in the Garudas at Alaya. Would this theory have a
presence in other Shambhala educational opportunities, no matter the age
group, content, or geographic location? Would Miller’s (2016) notion of
embodied presence, Noddings’ (1984) care theory, and Krahnke’s (1999)
theory of work and human development also be present? What would
findings say about the manifestation of the lineage’s teachings?



Would a qualitative study designed around Alaya’s fortieth reunion this
year inform us about the long reaching impact of the learning
community’s offering of contemplative early childhood education?

May our minds be used for these and other worthwhile investigations, as Palmer (1993)
says, “to raise to awareness the communal nature of reality, to overcome separateness and
alienation by a knowing that is loving, [and] to reach out with intelligence to
acknowledge and renew the bonds of life” (pp. 8-9).
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In Closing

Figure 50, Wisdom on the Front Lawn of Alaya Preschool.
The culture of Alaya Preschool is one of care and meaningful work where
everyone is presumed to be basically good, and embodied presence cradles genuine
relationships grounded in kindness. And to answer your often asked question, Garuda
philosopher, it appears there is “something bigger than the universe” in your own
backyard, and front yard too (see Figure 50). As one of your teachers once told me,
Basic goodness lies where your true self is, and when you are genuine, then you
lay in your true self, and then you can show kindness. And that’s basic goodness.
It is like if you see the light in the children…you see the light in parents and your
co-workers and all mankind and maybe the Earth and space.
We then shared a hearty laugh and she retracted the part about space saying, “No, that
goes too far,” but I wondered if it really did. In my experience, this extraordinary
learning community held space for light from the inside out and the outside in, how
fortunate for us and our “mote of dust suspended in a sunbeam” (Sagan, 1994, p. 8).
I close this project with two final offerings, a “found” poem about Alaya which I wrote
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using passages from my field notebook (see Figure 51), and an original musical finale
(see Sound File 8) offered by a Garuda with a song in his heart. Namaste.

Figure 51, Found Poem About Alaya.

Sound File 8, Original Musical Finale by a Garuda.
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Contemplative education: “A set of pedagogical practices, originally developed in the
great contemplative traditions of the world, that have as their aim personal growth and
social transformation through the cultivation of conscious awareness and volition in an
ethical-relational context” (Roeser & Peck, 2009, p. 127)
Contemplative traditions: “Observation, reflection, and action” (Alaya Preschool, n.d.a)
Culture: “The various ways different groups go about their lives and…the belief systems
associated with that behavior” (Wolcott, 2008, p. 22); “The knowledge people use to
generate and interpret social behavior” (Spradley & McCurdy, 1988, p. 8); The definition
of culture is elusive. See Jahoda (2012) for a discussion about the complexity of defining
the word.
Early childhood education: “A period of public and/or private education for children ages
birth through eight” (Morgan, 2007, p. 139)
Ethnography: “The process and product of describing and interpreting cultural behavior”
(Schwandt, 2007, p. 96)
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CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO
Project Title: Contemplative Early Childhood Education
Researcher: Christina M. Taylor, Educational Studies
Phone Number: (970) 584-3880
E-mail: christina.taylor@unco.edu or tayl1089@bears.unco,edu
Research Advisor: Dr. Kathleen O’Neil, PhD., School of Teacher Education
Phone Number: (970) 351-2035
Email: kathleen.oneil@unco.edu
Dear Stakeholders of Alaya Preschool,
My name is Christy Taylor and I am completing my doctoral studies at the University of
Northern Colorado. I am now collecting data at Alaya Preschool for my dissertation.
The single research question of my study is: What is the culture of an early childhood
education preschool setting which is philosophically grounded in contemplative
education and traditions?
Over the next few months I will conduct observations of classrooms and school activities,
and interview administrators, staff, parents/guardians, and children. I will also gather
documents such as school newsletters, drawings, and poetry.
If you agree to participate you may be observed and informally interviewed in the
learning environment. You will be offered the opportunity to be interviewed formally,
one-on-one, and to generate art and poetry about your experiences at Alaya Preschool. I
foresee no risks to you beyond those that are normally encountered in the preschool’s
learning environment. While there is no direct benefit to being in the study, I hope to
learn more about contemplative early childhood education and perhaps develop a
learning theory about the topic.

227

APPENDIX G, CONTINUED
ADULT CONSENT FORM

228

To help maintain confidentiality, computer files of your work will be created and stored
on a secure hard drive. Your name will be replaced by a pseudonym (false name) of your
choosing. Only pseudonyms of parents will be used in any professional report of this
research. Staff may choose to use a pseudonym or their name in reporting. Your digitally
recorded interview and signed consent form will be destroyed in three years.
Page 1 of 2 _______
(Participant’s initials here)
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you begin
participation you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision
will be respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.
Having read the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if
you would like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will
be given to you to retain for future reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or
treatment as a research participant, please contact Sherry May, IRB Administrator, Office of
Sponsored Programs, 25 Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado Greeley, CO 80639;
970-351-1910.
Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions or concerns about this research. Please
retain one copy of this letter for your records.
Thank you for your consideration of this opportunity.
Sincerely,
Christy

________________________________________ ____________________
Staff or Parent/Guardian’s Name (please print)
Date

________________________________________ ____________________
Staff or Parent/Guardian’s Signature
Date

_____________________________________________________________
Staff or Parent/Guardian’s Pseudonym (please print)

________________________________________ ____________________
Researcher’s Signature
Date
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CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO
Project Title: Contemplative Early Childhood Education
Researcher: Christina M. Taylor, Educational Studies
Phone Number: (970) 584-3880
E-mail: christina.taylor@unco.edu or tayl1089@bears.unco,edu
Research Advisor: Dr. Kathleen O’Neil, PhD., School of Teacher Education
Phone Number: (970) 351-2035
Email: kathleen.oneil@unco.edu
Dear Stakeholders of Alaya Preschool,
My name is Christy Taylor and I am completing my doctoral studies at the University of
Northern Colorado. I am now collecting data at Alaya Preschool for my dissertation.
The single research question of my study is: What is the culture of an early childhood
education preschool setting which is philosophically grounded in contemplative
education and traditions?
Over the next few months I will conduct observations of classrooms and school activities,
and interview administrators, staff, parents/guardians, and children. I will also gather
documents such as school newsletters, drawings, and poetry.
If you grant permission and if your child indicates to me a willingness to participate, we
will informally and naturally chat, draw, and write together in the classroom learning
environment, indoors and outdoors. Some conversations may be digitally recorded, if you
grant permission below. I foresee no risks to your child beyond those that are normally
encountered in the preschool’s learning environment. While there is no direct benefit to
your child for being in the study, I hope to learn more about contemplative early
childhood education and perhaps develop a learning theory about the topic.
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To help maintain confidentiality, computer files of your child’s work will be created and stored
on a secure hard drive. Your child’s name will be replaced by a pseudonym (false name) of your
choosing. Only pseudonyms of parents and children will be used in any
professional report of this research. Digital recordings and this signed consent form will be
destroyed in three years.
Page 1 of 2 _______
(Parent’s initials here)
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to allow your child to participate in this study and
if (s)he begins participation you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any
time. Your decision will be respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you
are otherwise entitled. Having read the above and having had an opportunity to ask any
questions, please sign below if you would like to participate in this research. A copy of this form
will be given to you to retain for future reference. If you have any concerns about your selection
or treatment as a research participant, please contact Sherry May, IRB Administrator, Office of
Sponsored Programs, 25 Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado Greeley, CO 80639;
970-351-1910.
Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions or concerns about this research and
please retain one copy of this letter for your records.
Thank you for your consideration of this opportunity.
Sincerely,
Christy
__________________________________ ______________________________
Child’s Full Name (please print)
Child’s Birth Date (month/day/year)
__________________________________
Child’s Pseudonym (please print)
__________________________________ ____________________
Parent/Guardian’s Name (please print)
Date
__________________________________ ____________________
Parent/Guardian’s Signature
Date
__________________________________ ____________________
Researcher’s Signature
Date
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ASSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO
Hello,
My name is Christy.
I am writing a book about Alaya Preschool.
Do you want to help me?
We will talk and draw about your school.
Your parent(s) have said it is OK if I talk to you about school.
You will be safe and it might be fun.
You may stop when you want to.
What are your questions?
Please mark the YES box if you want to help.
Please mark the NO box if you do not want to help.
Please write your name in the NAME box.
Thank you.
Christy

Y

N

NAME

________________________________________________________________________
Child’s Name Printed by Researcher
Date

E

O

________________________________________________________________________
Researcher
Date

S
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